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Preface and Acknowledgements 


As its title and subtitle suggest, the purpose of this book is essentially 
twofold. The first aim is to explore the nature and development of the 
popular perceptions associated with Colditz. How did this most famous 
of prisoner-of-war camps come to assume such mythical proportions in 
the British public imagination? The second goal is to explore the extent 
to which the reality differed from the image in connection with the 
British prisoner-of-war-experience in general and within the walls of 
Colditz itself. Was life behind the wire really akin to a Greyfriars version 
of a public school? 

The introductory chapter examines the development of what has 
sometimes been dubbed the Colditz industry. There follow two chapters 
dealing with initial elements of the POW experience, beginning with 
surrender on the battlefield and ending with arrival in the permanent 
camps inside the Third Reich. The next chapters compare and contrast 
the camps themselves and those who ran them. (Here and subsequently 
the true situation at Colditz is examined after the state of affairs else- 
where has been explored in order to ensure a comparative perspective.) 
A number of the most significant factors impinging on both bodily and 
mental health and well-being inside German camps—from food and 
clothing to religion and politics—form the subject matter of Chapter 5. 
Chapter 6 chronicles the kinds of work other-rank prisoners were ob- 
liged to undertake at the behest of the enemy, along with the recreational 
pursuits of both officers and men held captive. The way in which 
prisoners could suffer or, more rarely, benefit from spontaneous actions 
in addition to the policy decisions of their captors forms the subject- 
matter of Chapter 7. Chapter 8 looks at British attitudes toward various 
other national contingents, as well as how ordinary Germans and neutral 
visitors were perceived. The nature and extent of efforts to continue the 
war behind the wire, along with their opposite, outright collaboration, 
are the focus of the next chapter. Escaping is of course central to the 


vi | PREFACE 


mythology surrounding British prisoners of war in Nazi Germany, and, 
with the groundwork having been laid through discussion of less prom- 
inent but sometimes more vital aspects of POW life, discussion of this 
high-profile but oft-misunderstood activity is examined at length in 
Chapter 10. The final two chapters chronicle the period leading up to 
and following final liberation. The Conclusion seeks to sum up the ways 
in which the Colditz Myth needs to be placed in context. 


A book of this kind would not have been possible without assistance 
from staff members at a variety of libraries and archives. I would there- 
fore like to thank, collectively, the staff of the BBC Written Archive; the 
Contemporary Medical Archives Centre; the Guildhall Library; the 
House of Lords Record Office; the Imperial War Museum (the depart- 
ments of documents, printed books, and the sound archive); the 
National Archives (a.k.a. the Public Record Office); the National 
Sound Archive; the Norfolk Record Office; the Second World War 
Experience Centre developed by Dr Peter Liddle; Research and Infor- 
mation Services at the RAF Museum; the Thomas Cooper Library 
(especially the inter-library loan staff) at the University of South 
Carolina; and the University of New Brunswick Archives and Special 
Collections. I would also like to thank Bart Brodowski for translation of 
Polish-language material. 

I would like to acknowledge and thank the following persons and 
organizations for permission to quote extracts from collections to 
which they hold the copyright: The Colditz Society for the Colditz 
Society Video Archive; Mr Eric Laker for his wartime diary; Mrs G. V. 
Barnard for the diary of John Mansel; Dr M. B. Booth for the war diaries 
of his father, E. Booth; Miss Diana Campbell for the papers of her father, 
C. N. S. Campbell; Celia Rambaut for the papers of Paddy Denton; 
David Evans for the memoirs of his father, R. P. Evans; Miss Peggy King 
for the POW diary of C. G. King; Sandra Luckett for the papers of D. W. 
Luckett; Caroline Manners for the war diary of G. R. Manners; H. L. 
Martin for his memoir, ‘Lasting Impressions’; Alan Masters for the 
memoirs of his father, S. C. Masters; Ms Lisa Munby for the diaries of 
her father, A. N. L. Munby; the family and the Airey Neave Trust for the 
papers of Airey Neave; Sidney T. Payne for the papers of his brother-in- 
law, W. Kite; Mrs Dorothy Smith for the memoirs of her late husband, 
Geoffrey W. Smith; Douglas Swift for his narrative ‘On a Bright Day 
in May’; Mrs Maureen E. Tateson for the narrative account by Tom 
Tateson; Mr Julian Walker for the papers of D. H. Walker; Ms Sonya 
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West for the papers of Victor West; Mr G. Willatt for his papers; 
J. H. Witte for his narrative account of his life as a Kriegie; and Gill 
Foster for the diaries of her father, Geoff Wright. Efforts have been made 
to contact all other copyright-holders, and any omissions are entirely 
unintentional. 

Finally I would also like to express my gratitude to Ruth Parr, com- 
missioning editor for the history list at Oxford University Press, and the 
various anonymous readers she persuaded to read greater or lesser 
portions of the original manuscript. Their collective comments proved 
to be of considerable value in shaping the final product. Responsibility 
for remaining problems rests, of course, entirely with the author. 
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Introduction 
The Colditz Phenomenon 


Sir, Is there no escape from Colditz? 
(letter to The Times, 1974)" 


There is a picture of Colditz in people’s minds. Whatever you or 
I think about it is irrelevant... 


(letter from one former prisoner of Oflag IVC to another, 1981)? 


Surely not another book on Colditz! After all, over the past fifty years the 
story has been told many times, in a variety of ways, and from a number 
of perspectives. Far more has been written about Colditz than about any 
other camp, relative to the size of the population, in which British 
prisoners were held during the Second World War. As long ago as the 
mid-1980s the ‘full story’ could be purchased, while at the dawn of the 
twenty-first century the ‘definitive history’ appeared on bookshelves. 
Surely there is nothing much left to write about?’ 

In fact in a rather paradoxical fashion there is. For the very success 
and scale of what one observer dubbed the ‘Colditz industry’—a number 
of best-sellers, a popular feature film, a hugely successful television 
drama series, several TV documentaries, plus assorted games and 
toys—has helped create what is arguably a rather distorted view of 
what life was like both inside Colditz (officially Oflag IVC) and in Nazi 
Germany in general for British and Commonwealth prisoners of war. 

Aided and abetted by books and films celebrating episodes such as the 
Great Escape and the Wooden Horse that occurred elsewhere, the 
Colditz Story was central in creating an enduring set of popular assump- 
tions in which life behind the wire was interpreted, both figuratively and 
sometimes literally, in sporting terms. Escape was the name of the game, 
with the team from Oflag IVC topping the league tables in terms of home 
runs. The popular image of what went on at Colditz castle, and by 
extension what happened at more anonymous camps elsewhere in the 
Greater Reich in more diluted form, became and remained one in which 
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prisoners bore the burden of captivity with a light heart while helping 
one another with schemes to outwit and ultimately evade their captors. 
Like many enduring images this is based on a solid core of historical fact. 
But it is a core around which audiences, and those who have successfully 
catered for them, have unconsciously woven layers of generalized mean- 
ing based on selective evidence that serve their own needs rather better 
than the cause of a full and balanced understanding of the past. It 
remains, as a critic observed a quarter-of-a-century ago, ‘another of 
those stories so peculiarly attractive to the British of moral victory 
wrested from defeat, laced throughout with understated heroism and 
that absurd sense of humour which is the pride and inverted swank of 
Englishmen’.* 

The problem with the Colditz Myth is that it drastically oversimplifies 
and distorts the general experience in Germany and even that of prison- 
ers held inside the Schloss itself. The emphasis on escapes, which in any 
case were less pervasive than is commonly assumed, has meant less 
exciting aspects of the POW experience have been underplayed or 
ignored. Though conditions were better than what men captured on 
the Eastern Front or Allied troops who fell into Japanese hands were 
forced to undergo, life for servicemen treated as Englander by the Third 
Reich—Commonwealth and Empire men as well as those from the 
United Kingdom—was rarely the stuff of Boy’s Own. Privation, bore- 
dom, uncertainty, occasional danger, and much else besides made POW 
life for most men resemble an endurance test rather than a light-hearted 
game. Much of what is assumed, furthermore, is based on tales of 
escapes by officers—not least from Oflag [VC—thereby obscuring the 
sometimes quite different experience of the majority of POWs without 
commissions who were put to work in the Third Reich. What is more, 
what was true for one set of prisoners in one location at one particular 
time—be it at Colditz or elsewhere—might not be true for another. The 
experience of being in enemy hands varied a good deal. Though the 
myth continues to appeal to many people, a more comprehensive exam- 
ination of the prisoner-of-war experience can perhaps give us a truer idea 
of the multifaceted nature of life behind the wire. It might also yield a 
less escape-fixated appreciation of the hurdles that these men faced so 
long ago. Colditz, in short, needs to be placed in context.” 

In order to do this, however, it is first necessary to chronicle how 
Colditz came to establish itself and remain firmly in the British popular 
consciousness. Why did this small camp, only one among several dozen 
(hundreds, if working camps are included) in which British prisoners 
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were held, become so uniquely famous? Other officer camps from which 
escapes took place, such as Warburg or Eichstätt, have been forgotten by 
all but a few. And while many people still remember the Great Escape 
and Wooden Horse tunnels, they are usually hard pressed to identify the 
location from which these breaks took place (respectively the North and 
East Compounds at Stalag Luft III, Sagan, as it happens). ‘Colditz’, 
meanwhile, enjoys almost universal name recognition within the United 
Kingdom, summoning up mental images of a floodlit, high-walled, and 
steep-gabled Schloss imposingly perched on a crag from which a variety 
of clever escapes were mounted. In both the popular and the quality 
press it is routinely used as a simile and a metaphor for high-security 
facilities and events, tough institutional regimens, and individual ingeni- 
ousness. What was the process through which Colditz became so dom- 
inant in popular consciousness?° 


During the war Oflag IVC did not have much of a chance to seriously 
impinge on the public mind. Families of course found out through the 
Red Cross if their menfolk had been transferred to the Schloss, and 
subsequently received letters and postcards from Colditz. These were 
first read by the Germans, however, which meant that descriptions of the 
place were necessarily skimpy. Men who escaped back to England could 
theoretically tell all, but were warned to keep their mouths shut in public 
for security reasons. More broadly the authorities were keen to keep 
public exposure to news of the camps as limited and innocuous as 
possible, thereby avoiding anything appearing in the media that might 
provoke the enemy and make conditions worse (or might suggest that 
not enough was being done to safeguard prisoners’ interests and so 
embarrass the government). The end-result was that only the blandest 
and most reassuring words and images were made available to the 
public. In the case of Colditz this meant allowing the publication of 
occasional portraits and other drawings sent to relatives in the Mustrated 
London News.’ 

Once the castle was freed and the war came to an end, however, things 
quickly began to change. Among the prisoners at Colditz was Michael 
Burn, a Times correspondent before the war, who wasted no time in filing 
dispatches to his former employer on the events surrounding the liber- 
ation of Oflag IVC. Far more detailed than the sketchy reports being 
sent home by press representatives accompanying the Allied advance 
and witnessing the liberation of other camps, these lengthy dispatches 
were published on 19 and 21 April 1945. Eight months later A. J. Evans, 
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already known to the public through the success of his memoir detailing 
his escape from Germany during the Great War, was able to publish 
some stories of Second World War breaks as well as reflections on the 
problems of escaping drawn from his personal experience in working 
with MIo, the organization set up to help servicemen behind enemy lines 
evade and escape captivity, and his liaison duties connected with the 
liberation of certain camps. In Escape and Liberation, 1940-1945, pub- 
lished by Hodder & Stoughton in December 1945, he revealed details of 
various wartime escapes, starting with one from Colditz. In a couple of 
pages he sketched out an image of the place as ‘the “naughty boys’ 
camp’’’ for persistent troublemakers, where the guards outnumbered 
the prisoners, a ‘strafe’ regimen was employed, and life for the prisoners 
was ‘hard but hectic’. The castle was also the place where ‘every possible 
means of annoying the Germans was thought out with care, and prac- 
tised with skill’. Escaping was a high priority in the castle, and officers 
‘spent a great deal of their time devising ingenious methods of getting 
out’. Locks were picked, tunnels dug, and escape attempts launched, 
including the one in which Flight Lieutenant H. N. ‘Bill’ Fowler and a 
Dutch companion made a home run in September of 1942. But as Evans 
admitted, this brief account was merely scratching the surface of the 
goings-on at Oflag IVC. “The whole story of Colditz will, no doubt, one 
day be told, and it will make an enthralling story,’ he wrote, “but it must 
be written by one of the men who was there.”® 

As it happened, plans were already afoot to publish something about 
the place prior to the point at which Evans put pen to paper. In the 
summer of 1943 the International YMCA had started sending to prison- 
ers in Germany, free of charge, a bound, blank-page journal or diary, ‘in 
which we could write something, sketch, paste photos, and so on’, as one 
recipient put it. Two Canadian engineer lieutenants, W. A. ‘Dusty’ 
Millar and J. E. R. Wood, started asking their fellow prisoners at Oflag 
IVC to write down memorable incidents from their service lives before 
and during captivity. Eventually it was decided that it might be worth- 
while to try and assemble some of these reminiscences in book form, 
accompanied by the pastel portraits and other drawings done over the 
years by a young mortar officer and gifted artist, John Watton, the aim 
being to produce a sort of Colditz yearbook—proceeds from the sale of 
which would go to the Red Cross. Millar was murdered in an escape 
attempt in early 1944. Wood carried on with the project, and, with help 
from the Red Cross and the British Army of the Rhine, saw Detour: The 
Story of Oflag IVC through to publication under the auspices of the 
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Falcon Press in early 1946. Though containing much of historical inter- 
est, and beautifully produced, Detour was a volume of reminiscence 
rather than a tale of escapes per se. While copies made their way into 
libraries in some unexpected places, it was not widely reviewed and 
never reissued.” 

Meanwhile another, more fictionalized account of life in Colditz was 
attracting a certain amount of notice in literary circles. Micky Burn, the 
former Times man, had been captured fighting with the commandos at 
St-Nazaire. Eventually sent to Oflag IVC, he had, among other things, 
begun work on a novel about life in the castle. Though the characters 
were ostensibly fictional, the author suggested that only ‘a few small 
liberties’ were taken with other matters (for example, changing the name 
but not the location of the castle), and reviewers took the book to be 
largely autobiographical. Finished by the end of 1945, Yes, Farewell was 
published by Jonathan Cape in March 1946. An overtly political work— 
the farewell in the title is for liberalism in the face of the onward 
historical march of communism—it was also an unflinching look at 
human nature in captivity. Charles Marriott, writing for the Manchester 
Guardian, found it ‘absorbing’, while the Times Literary Supplement 
reviewer labelled it an ‘extremely intelligent’ if ‘disturbing and resolutely 
frank’ story of men living ‘in an atmosphere that is fatigued and febrile, 
pervaded by boredom and a morose negativeness of spirit’. This sort of 
approach, however, did not suggest a future of mass sales. ‘Mr. Burn, as 
a novelist’, the TLS critic concluded, ‘substitutes a subjective mood for 
action, ideas for character, and a political philosophy for imaginative 
sympathy.’ Marriott also thought that what episodes of drama and 
action there were in the book, when placed next to the ‘overpoweringly 
real’ atmospheric stuff, ‘suffer by comparison.’ Though it went through 
several impressions and was reprinted twice, the book’s tone was too 
stark, and by the dawn of the Cold War its politics too hard left, to appeal 
to a mass audience in the late 1940s and early 19s0s.!° 

Moreover, attempts at breaking out were peripheral to the plot, and 
within a few years it became very obvious that what the public really 
wanted in the way of reminiscences by former POWs were tales of 
ingenious and ultimately successful escapes. The Wooden Horse, an ac- 
count of the three-man tunnel dug from under a vaulting horse at Sagan 
written by one of the participants, Eric Williams, first appeared in 
February 1949 under the Collins imprint, and was an immediate suc- 
cess. Several million copies would eventually be sold, and within seven- 
teen months of publication the story had been turned into a feature film 
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that, in turn, became a major box-office success in Britain. In 1950 Faber 
put out The Great Escape, the story of the Stalag Luft III tunnel break as 
written up by the Australian journalist Paul Brickhill (who had been at 
Sagan but had not taken part in the break), which also went through 
multiple editions. The Great Escape launched Brickhill on a career of 
writing best-selling accounts of British wartime exploits, and so success- 
ful was The Wooden Horse that Williams wrote a ‘prequel’ describing an 
earlier, albeit less spectacular, escape attempt, entitled The Tunnel. This 
book was put out by Collins in 1951 and was itself reissued more than 
half-a-dozen times in subsequent years. !! 

If adventure was what the public wanted, the many and varied break- 
out schemes that had been mounted at Colditz offered an obvious means 
of catering to demand. Pat Reid, who had served as escape officer in the 
castle before orchestrating his own successful home-run attempt, was 
undoubtedly conscious of this. Though an engineer by training and 
latterly a diplomat, Reid had both good raw material to work with and 
certain models to draw on in writing up his account. As a youth he had 
read avidly the popular first-person prisoner-of-war narratives—some of 
them with illustrations—that had appeared between the world wars, 
including The Escaping Club by A. J. Evans, Within Four Walls by 
M. C. C. Harrison and H. A. Cartwright, and The Road to En-Dor by 
E. H. Jones. These had all concentrated on the business of escaping, and 
at times presented captivity and attempts to evade it almost as a school- 
boy adventure. Pat Reid consciously adopted a similarly light-hearted 
tone, later explaining that he wanted to avoid a narrative that could be 
read as ‘one great damn moan about the sufferings we went through’. 
Instead he stressed the uniqueness of Colditz, the near-constant escape 
plotting, various humorous episodes, and in general the high spirits of all 
concerned, when describing the camp from his arrival up to the point 
nearly two years later when he successfully escaped to Switzerland. 

While sifting through Detour, contacting over a dozen fellow ex- 
captives to buttress his own memory, and getting permission from the 
Illustrated London News to reproduce some of the John Watton drawings, 
Reid set to work outlining the escapes mounted from, and escapades 
undertaken within, ‘the bad boys’ camp’. After he finished Reid quoted 
Evans’s words about the need for ‘one of the men who was there’ to tell 
‘the whole story of Colditz’ as justification for the enterprise. “This book 
is the story of Colditz’, he explained in the prologue. ‘I was one of the 
men who was imprisoned there.’ In a manner typical of the book’s 
boyishly enthusiastic style, the opening of the final paragraph of this 
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prologue read as follows: ‘If you feel in a mood to launch into the 
feverish underground activity of a camp full of diehards, read on.’!” 

Published in the summer of 1952 by Hodder & Stoughton, The Colditz 
Story was received in generally favourable terms by the critics. The 
writing was praised for its ‘pace and humour’ (Times Literary Supple- 
ment), its ‘attractive simplicity’ (Observer), and the ‘disarming modesty’ 
of its author (Sunday Times), and the subject-matter was declared of 
great interest. What went on at Colditz in the way of breakout attempts 
‘challenges comparison with any of the escape stories of World War IT’ 
(Daily Telegraph). Yet there were also occasional notes of cynicism or 
asperity concerning secondary matters of substance or major aspects of 
style. Terence Prittie, himself a former officer POW who had already 
written up his escape experiences, suggested in the Manchester Guardian 
that the Germans were not as wrong-headed about security matters as 
Reid portrayed them to be at Colditz, and left it unclear as to whether he 
thought the author had consciously tried—or, if he had, had succeeded 
in—writing a best-seller. Guy Ramsey, writing for the Daily Telegraph, 
thought the book smacked too much of the atmosphere of ‘the Gem, 
the Magnet, and the Boy’s Own Paper’, indeed almost to the point 
of parody. ° 

However, it was precisely that aspect of The Colditz Story, along with 
the exciting subject-matter—i.e. escapes—that made the book so at- 
tractive to the general public. It was an adventure tale of high-spirited 
and gallant young men risking their lives to outwit the enemy against all 
the odds, full of incident and humour as well as containing plenty of 
illustrations. ‘I think you can take it for granted’, Hodder & Stoughton 
explained in a letter to the author six months after publication, ‘that we 
have sold at least 25,000 copies—a very remarkable scale for a 15/- book, 
and one that can have few competitors, if any, in this year of grace.’ 
Within fourteen months over 32,000 copies had been sold, and sales 
continued to be brisk: for example, 1,830 copies were bought between 
October 1953 and March of the following year, and a paperback edition 
put out by Pan Books at 2 shillings appeared in January 1954. “There are 
not many authors who can boast such sales as these’, the publisher 
reminded Reid that June.'* 

As The Colditz Story was taking off, another former inhabitant of the 
castle was about to enter the publishing fray. Airey Neave, then a 
barrister, and a man Pat Reid did not mention in his acknowledgements 
as being among the ex-prisoners of the castle he had talked to, decided to 
write up a personal account of his POW experiences, culminating in an 
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escape that gave him the distinction of being the first British officer to 
make it home from Colditz. Having stood unsuccessfully as a Conserva- 
tive candidate in the 1950 and 1951 general elections, he became the 
prospective candidate for North Berkshire in March 1952, a seat whose 
current incumbent was expected to be elevated to the peerage in the near 
future. Though the constituency was a relatively safe one for the Tories, 
They Have Their Exits, which appeared in March 1953 under the imprint 
of Hodder & Stoughton, can have done Neave no harm while he was 
campaigning in the by-election held in June 1954 that made him an MP. 
The author’s supporters certainly thought it important to make sure the 
publisher got copies into all the Abingdon bookshops.’ 

Though rather more introspective and slightly more ambitious in style 
than The Colditz Story—‘whole passages have a quality of real literature’, 
Guy Ramsey commented, rather backhandedly—They Have Their Exits 
was nevertheless an adventure-filled account, and it did quite well. 
Advance orders meant that the first two printings were sold out before 
the official publication date, it was serialized in several papers, including 
the London Daily News and the Scottish Daily Mail, and excerpts were 
read out on the BBC radio programme Suspense.'® 

It was quickly overtaken, however, by the sequel to The Colditz Story, 
which Pat Reid entitled The Latter Days. Though he himself had escaped 
from the castle in the autumn of 1942, the success of the first book had 
prompted Reid, with help from his friends Dick Howe (his successor as 
British escape officer), W. T. ‘Lulu’ Lawton, and Harry Elliott, to 
contact other officers who had been there and put together a picture of 
what had occurred at Colditz down to the point at which it had been 
liberated in April 1945. Though not written in the first person, The Latter 
Days was very similar in style and general content to the first book—the 
variety and ingeniousness of ongoing escape attempts made up the 
central narrative thread—and John Watton once more contributed illus- 
trations. Worried that the public might not recognize the book as a 
sequel in view of the absence of the word ‘Colditz’ in the title, Hodder 
& Stoughton made the dust-jacket look as much like that of The Colditz 
Story as possible. “Though I say it myself’, Reid wrote in a letter to his 
publishers just before the book was launched in November 1953, ‘I think 
it should go down with the public like nobody’s business.’!” 

Critics noted that the absence of a first-person narrator made The 
Latter Days somewhat less personal in tone than its predecessor, but 
conceded that the tale was an inherently exciting one that Reid had told 
in about as gripping a fashion as possible for someone writing as a de 
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facto historian. “The book is alive from its first page to its last’, enthused 
the reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement. Sales of the hardback 
edition of The Latter Days, priced at 15 shillings a copy, had by the end of 
March 1954 exceeded 12,700.18 

The impact of the two Reid books, along with the success of earlier 
POW escape films, quickly prompted a production company headed by 
Ivan Foxwell to make a successful bid for the film rights. The fact that 
Colditz was now part of communist East Germany ruled out location 
shooting, and so a variety of exterior as well as interior sets were built at 
Shepperton Studios, while producer Ivan Foxwell, director Guy Hamil- 
ton, and playwright William Douglas-Home, a former officer POW 
himself, worked on a screenplay combining and condensing the contents 
of The Colditz Story and The Latter Days. Screen-time requirements 
meant that a lot had to be left out, and that the words and actions of 
various characters (all of whose names were changed, except for Pat 
Reid) had sometimes to be combined. John Mills was to play Reid 
himself, ably supported by Eric Portman as the SBO and various other 
actors—Christopher Rhodes, Bryan Forbes, Lionel Jeffries, and Ian 
Carmichael among them—playing brother officers keen on escape. Sev- 
eral cast members had acted in comedies or had natural comic talent, 
something that the director was keen to exploit. Hamilton not only 
wanted to highlight the adventure aspects of the story but also the 
schoolboy-humour elements. There would be excitement and drama 
aplenty, but also a strong thread of comedy. ‘I was absolutely deter- 
mined to show that Colditz was exceptional and could be very funny’, he 
later explained. Shooting began in May 1954, and The Colditz Story was 
ready to be released by January 1955.!° 

Pat Reid (who had originally wanted Carol Reid to direct), acting as 
technical advisor on the set, was pleased with the results, stating in a 
letter to his publisher that ‘my opinion is that this film will really hit the 
headlines’. Following the premiere at the Gaumont, Haymarket, it 
quickly became apparent that he was correct: The Colditz Story was 
going to be a hit. The critics almost unanimously praised the acting 
and admired the mixture of humour, excitement, pathos, and drama. 
“There have been prisoner-of-war and escape stories [on screen] before,’ 
Leonard Mosley opined in the Daily Express, ‘... but this one is superior 
in performance, in background, and in intention.’ The Colditz Story was 
both ‘exciting and amusing’ and ‘always enjoyable’ (Daily Telegraph); 
throughout it represented ‘not only the excitements, the failures, and the 
successes of the escape plans, but the dignity of the human spirit in 
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circumstances of extreme adversity? (The Times). Indeed, the film 
‘achieved a most convincing versimilitude’ in comparison to what had 
actually gone on in the castle (Manchester Guardian). Even Paul Holt, who 
thought it rather manipulative and hoped that the escape genre was 
reaching its end on screen, suggested that this ‘prisoner-of-war escape 
film to end them all’ would be a success at the box office. He was right. The 
Colditz Story was one of the top moneymaking British films of the year.”° 

Reid had every reason to be happy. But reaction among Old Coldit- 
zians outside his own circle of friends to what they saw on screen was a 
bit more mixed. Some understood the need to take a certain amount of 
dramatic licence, enjoyed particular performances, and thought that on 
the whole the spirit if not the letter of the place had been accurately 
captured. Nevertheless there were criticisms. Technical details were 
generally accurate but on occasion wrong. The sheer boredom of day- 
to-day prison life, even in a place as comparatively lively as Colditz, 
could not be conveyed, while the comedy elements might seem at times 
a bit over the top. ‘I know we were silly,’ Patrick Welch later commented 
in an interview, ‘but I don’t think we were quite as stupid and quite as 
silly as that.” Meanwhile at least one former prisoner was furious about 
what he had seen while visiting the cinema. Airey Neave had been the 
first British prisoner to make a successful home run from the castle, but 
in the screenwriting process his story had been axed to make way for the 
escape in which Pat Reid had got out, thus leaving the viewer with the 
impression that it was Reid rather than Neave who had first managed to 
escape from Colditz. Neave did not go public about what he regarded as 
a travesty of the facts, but through his solicitors he did insist that Ivan 
Foxwell insert an end credit to the film indicating that he had been the 
first to make it home. Relations between the authors of The Colditz Story 
and They Have Their Exits were apparently under some strain as a result 
of this contretemps.7? 

Even as the film was in production Weidenfeld & Nicolson were trying 
to capitalize on the growing fame of Colditz by publishing the accounts 
of two among the select band of special prisoners—the Prominente—who 
had been held at the castle because of their family connections. The 
Privileged Nightmare, in which Giles Romilly (a nephew of Winston 
Churchill) and Michael Alexander (related to the field-marshal of the 
same last name) stuck together their stories back to back, was first 
published in August 1954 and swiftly reprinted. 

But as Hodder & Stoughton had been anticipating, the critical and 
box-office success of The Colditz Story on screen redounded most suc- 
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cessfully in terms of book sales on the two Pat Reid titles. The 2 shilling 
paperback editions of The Colditz Story and The Latter Days put out by 
Pan in January 1954 and November 1955 had by the end of March 1956 
sold 378,871 and 172,619 copies respectively.? 

They Have Their Exits was also issued in paperback three months after 
the film opened. So great had the public interest in Colditz become that 
not only former prisoners but also a former guard were being ap- 
proached about publishing their memoirs. Reinhold Eggers wrote up 
his experiences as one of the camp officers at Oflag IVC (he later 
claimed) after Pat Reid had suggested he do so, though it was in fact 
Howard Gee, another Old Colditzian, fluent in German, who translated 
the manuscript into English. Though it took three years to find a pub- 
lisher willing to risk a memoir by a former jailer rather than a escaping 
prisoner from the castle, after Hale published Colditz: The German Story 
in 1961 sales were such that two additional print runs had to be made to 
keep up with demand, and a Pan paperback edition appeared in 1963.7* 

As the 1960s progressed there were signs that interest in Colditz had 
passed its peak. Though new editions of the Reid and Neave books were 
published in the middle of the decade, no further memoirs or secondary 
accounts appeared. There was, indeed, a sharp drop in the publication 
of new books by or about prisoners of war in general, and the cycle of 
Made-in-England prisoner escape films also came to an end. To a large 
extent this was due to overexposure of the war genre in general in the 
1950s. This helped fuel an anti-establishment backlash in the 1960s in 
which a new generation reacted against what had come before; though in 
the case of films the decline of the British film industry as a whole (with 
television-watching rapidly supplanting cinema-going) must be taken 
into consideration. US production companies generated several motion 
pictures set in British POW compounds, but in a film such as The Great 
Escape (1963) American stars took the leading roles and both the plot 
and dialogue were geared to the American market. The ‘classic’ British 
escape tale was seemingly a thing of the past, perhaps the greatest screen 
indignity coming at the start of the following decade when a made-for- 
TV movie, The Birdmen, was made in California by Universal Television, 
in which the story of the Colditz glider was presented in entirely fictional 
terms, with Doug McClure leading an all-American cast.”° 

Shortly thereafter, though, the Colditz Phenomenon would revive and 
grow more powerful than ever as a result of another, larger-scale, and 
this time Made-in-England adaptation for the small screen: the hugely 
successful BBC Television series Colditz (1972-4). Back in 1956 episodes 
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from The Colditz Story and The Latter Days, along with other escape 
tales, had formed the subject-matter for Pat Reid while he was fronting 
half-hour episodes of Escapers? Club, an Associated-Rediffusion in- 
studio television series broadcast on ITV. But it was only at the begin- 
ning of the 1970s that Colditz finally came of age on the small screen. 
A documentary was mooted by the BBC TV Science and Features 
department, but dropped when it was discovered that the BBC Drama 
department was already working on a full-scale series.?® 

This was the work of writer Brian Degas and producer Gerry Glaister, 
who, having scored separate successes on television in the 1960s, began 
collaborating on a scenario that envisaged an episodic ‘dramatized ac- 
count’ of the Colditz story in colour. The series would be ‘based on’ both 
the Pat Reid account and the big-screen version of The Colditz Story, but 
as in the film the facts would be altered for dramatic purposes. This time 
round all the characters were to be ‘fictionalized’: made-up names would 
be used, allowing for the personality and behaviour of the men on whom 
they were based to be exaggerated, downplayed, or combined for dra- 
matic purposes. Episodes in the castle could be manipulated for the 
same reason, and where necessary particular characters and incidents 
might not be anchored to real persons and recorded events specific to 
Colditz at all.?” 

As the scenario for the series stressed, breaking out from the sup- 
posedly escape-proof castle would of course be the central motif. The 
series would be ‘a record of the ingenuity... bravery and skill’ of the 
prisoners who ‘destroyed the reputation’ of Colditz for being a place 
from which there was no escape. Three of the main British characters— 
one from each service—would differ ‘in character, philosophy and back- 
ground’, but would share the ‘common aim’ of wanting to escape. Pat 
Reid himself was to serve as military and technical adviser to the pro- 
grammes. But the creators of the series also hoped to present other 
aspects of life inside the Schloss, so as to create a more general human 
drama. Colditz on the small screen would serve as ‘a symbol of many 
prisons—the prisons of class, of physical restraint and embarrassment, 
of despair and dejection’. The prisoners would be ‘at once sharp studies 
of individuals and symbols of human hope, endeavour and frustration’. 
There would, moreover, be three main German characters to counter- 
balance the three main British ones: a definite contrast with the 1950s 
film, in which the jailers were little more than comic foils for the British. 
‘I went into this project with a very definite aim,’ Gerry Glaister later 
admitted bluntly in a 1973 press interview: ‘to put our boot through the 
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myths about jolly-chap prisoners and silly old Germans.’ In an earlier 
letter to Airey Neave the producer was more diplomatic, explaining that 
the overall aim of the series was ‘to treat the subject a little more 
seriously than perhaps some escape films have done’.”® 

A co-production deal was negotiated between the BBC and Universal 
Television in America, in which Glaister was commissioned to produce 
fifteen fifty-minute episodes of Colditz. Brian Degas would write the first 
episode, but thereafter writing, like directing, would be parcelled out 
between half-a-dozen or so experienced hands. British character actors, 
including Edward Hardwicke, Bernard Hepton, and Jack Hedley, were 
hired for a variety of recurring parts. Two faces familiar on both sides of 
the Atlantic—David McCallum and the film star Robert Wagner—were 
also given major roles in what was essentially an ensemble work.7” 

There were difficulties that had to be overcome. Shooting extensively 
on location remained impracticable; but from photographs, drawings, a 
little filming on site, and donated objects the production team eventually 
were able to re-create parts of the castle to their satisfaction at Shepper- 
ton and elsewhere. There were also problems of a more creative nature. 
Pat Reid, it soon became clear, did not approve of the class and person- 
ality conflicts and problems present in the initial scripts, not least with 
respect to the character most closely resembling him. ‘I think he is still 
hankering after those happy days of the ’50’s when all those POW films 
were made’, N. J. Crisp (one of the offending writers) acidly observed. 
At the same time Robert Wagner was complaining to Universal about ‘a 
tendency for the writers to revert to the stereotypes of the 1940s/50s war 
pictures’. However, Reid was only the technical adviser, the contract 
gave the BBC full creative control, and ‘R. J.’ himself eventually came to 
understand that Colditz, while retaining elements from an earlier genre, 
was a gritty drama that demanded “a level of acting that I’ve never had to 
deliver before’. The American actor also came to understand the under- 
lying thrust of the series. ‘If you think this is a prisoner-of-war story in 
terms of The Great Escape,’ Wagner publicly explained, ‘you couldn’t be 
more wrong. It’s not so much a story of war and prison as of people, of 
humanity.’*° 

The BBC mounted a formidable publicity campaign in the run-up to 
the broadcast of the first weekly episode of Colditz on 19 October 1972. 
The initial reactions of television critics were mixed and somewhat 
cautious in tone. But after viewing the first three instalments Clive 
James came out in favour of Colditz in the pages of the Observer, noting 
that, contrary to what he and other critics had expected, it was far from 
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being a re-run of the 1950s film, was in fact ‘more realistic than any POW 
movie yet made’, and stood a good chance of being ‘an unexpected and 
highly interesting success’. The prediction proved to be highly prescient. 
On average over 7 million viewers (or over 30 per cent of the viewing 
public) tuned in each week to watch Colditz. BBC audience-research 
reports indicated that the majority of those who watched the programme 
found it thoroughly entertaining, well acted, easy to follow, but also out 
of the ordinary. Gerry Glaister was delighted to pass on the news that the 
series was ‘maintaining viewing figures such as no series had reached 
before’. Over 8 million people tuned in to watch the last two episodes in 
January 1973, by which time Colditz had established itself as the most 
successful television drama series ever broadcast by the BBC. The 
producer, himself a veteran of the war, thought that in addition to 
nostalgia among older people, the younger generation, who had never 
known war, were curious to learn what had transpired. ‘I am amazed, I 
simply can’t account for it’, a slightly stunned Pat Reid admitted.*? 

The success of the series had an immediate ripple effect. Its popular 
theme music, “The Colditz March’, composed by Robert Farnon, 
became a recording hit for the BBC. Coronet paperback editions of 
The Colditz Story, The Latter Days, and They Have Their Exits sold a 
combined total of half-a-million copies while Colditz was on the air. Out 
of print for a decade, Colditz: The German Story was reissued by Hale 
towards the end of 1972, followed in 1973 by a Sphere paperback version 
of The Privileged Nightmare, now bearing the title Hostages at Colditz for 
the sake of name recognition, as well as a compilation of stories by 
former prisoners and staff of the castle entitled Colditz Recaptured that 
Eggers had persuaded John Watton to edit and Robert Hale to publish. 
The series had appealed to younger as well as older viewers, and the toy 
industry was not slow to react. Vic-Toy produced a Ludo-like board 
game, Escape from Colditz Castle, in 1972, only to see it superseded by the 
more Monopoly-style Escape from Colditz from Parker Games, which 
bore the impressive legend: ‘Devised by Major P. R. Reid, M.B.E., 
M.C., author of ‘The Colditz Story” and “Latter Days at Colditz’’.’ 
Palitoy also got in on the act by producing a special Escape from Colditz 
Action Man set, containing figures dressed as a guard and a prisoner 
complete with Red Cross parcel. By popular demand six of the best 
episodes of the first series were rerun by the BBC in the spring of 1973— 
each episode followed by a brief interview with an Old Colditzian, 
beginning with Pat Reid—and plans were laid to make another thirteen 
episodes roughly covering the time span of The Latter Days.** 
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Former prisoners of war, meanwhile, including those who had been in 
Colditz, were sometimes rather less enthusiastic than the general public 
about the television series. It was they who would help spearhead what 
was perhaps an inevitable backlash against the BBC, on the grounds of 
distorting history for the sake of dramatic appeal. 

Reid himself, conceding that ‘this is history as well as entertainment’, 
stated in public that he had pretty much succeeded in keeping episodes 
from straying too far from reality. ‘I made a bit of a nuisance of myself,’ 
he explained to the Daily Mail, ‘ensuring that nothing crept in that 
would make anyone at home say: ‘“That’s sheer fiction, it’s ludicrous’’.’ 
Some were willing to accept a certain amount of dramatic licence, given 
the constraints of the medium and the recognition that this was not a 
documentary series. Dick Howe, successor to Reid as escape officer at 
the castle, made it known that while there were errors in detail, ‘Gerry 
Glaister has captured the basic atmosphere of Colditz, the frightful, 
oppressive feeling’. Howe found the series made such an impression 
that he lost sleep as old memories resurfaced, while John Wilson, an- 
other former inmate, after watching Episode 8—in which a prisoner 
feigns insanity in order to be repatriated on medical grounds, but ends 
up going truly mad—decided that the series was a little too close to 
reality for comfort: ‘one was enough.’ Other former inhabitants, includ- 
ing Alan Campbell, Lord Harewood, and Jock Hamilton-Baillie, 
accepted that while not everything presented on screen was historically 
accurate, the BBC had still managed to capture the essence of Colditz. ‘I 
found the TV dramatisation imaginatively conceived and brilliant 
acted,’ Michael Burn wrote a year or so after the series first aired, 
‘and, with a few reservations, authentic as well as gripping.’*? 

There were some ex-prisoners who were simply bemused by the sight 
of amenities they themselves had never enjoyed and at the comparatively 
spick-and-span appearance of the actors. But there were also those who 
took lesser or greater exception to what they saw on television. ‘Actually 
I saw only the first instalment and that was quite enough’, Martin Gilliat 
wrote in a personal letter to an equally disgruntled David Walker. In later 
interviews Mike Moran called the series ‘really ridiculous’, while Lord 
Newborough dismissed it as ‘completely unrealistic’ and ‘bloody awful’, 
especially in relation to its positive portrayal of the Germans. Jimmy 
Yule, though he considered much of the first series to be relatively 
authentic, was annoyed enough by the presence of the entirely fictional 
American character played by Robert Wagner to write a letter of com- 
plaint to Glaister at the BBC. ‘Look here, you know it’s all very well,’ 
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Yule later recalled himself arguing, ‘but a Yank wasn’t within a hundred 
miles of the place. I know you have to sell it to the States, and all that, 
but...it’s a pity you had to give him such a prominent position...’ 
Howard Gee wrote a piece for his local paper at the time complaining 
that ‘the only thing missing from the series was Errol Flynn’.** 

Meanwhile the BBC was preparing to air the second series of Colditz, 
starting on 7 January 1974. As part of the publicity campaign the Radio 
Times had funded the first return visit to the actual castle by four ex- 
prisoners—Pat Reid, Dick Howe, Rupert Barry, and Jack Best—in late 
1973, and had then gone on to sponsor a special ‘Escape from Colditz’ 
exhibition at the Imperial War Museum, due to open on the same day 
that the first episode aired. In light of the storm that was about to break, 
the launch party for the exhibition, held on the previous Thursday, 
perhaps provided signals of troubles to come. Several hundred former 
prisoners had been invited, only half of whom showed up. One of the 
columnists from The Times was struck by the ‘techiness’ of men ‘reluc- 
tant to talk about their Colditz experiences’ who appeared deeply disil- 
lusioned with the world around them. Philip Howard, another Times 
man, opined that the exhibition would serve as a ‘therapeutic antidote’ 
to a TV series that he—and perhaps some of the middle-aged men he 
spoke to at the party—regarded as possessing too much adventurous 
fiction and not enough mundane fact.*” 

Howard Gee, who had attended the party, was certainly not in a 
positive frame of mind towards the BBC when journalist Jerry Cami- 
nada—whom Gee had known in a civilian interment camp in Germany 
before he was sent to Colditz—phoned him up to ask what he thought of 
the programmes (A: ‘I don’t think much of them’). The day after the first 
of the new episodes was aired, an opinion piece by Caminada entitled 
‘Killing the Charisma of Colditz? appeared in The Times. The central 
theme of the piece was that the series, the books, and indeed the whole 
Colditz industry was producing a false sense among viewers that the 
castle was a particularly difficult place in which to be incarcerated. “The 
impression is abroad’, he added, ‘that Colditz had almost a monopoly of 
escapes, and that escaping from it was much more difficult than from 
other camps.’ From what he had been told by Gee, and from the facts he 
had gleaned from various books, this was in fact false. Other camps were 
tougher to get away from, and the number of escape attempts made from 
Colditz was not particularly remarkable. ‘So enough of Colditz’, Cami- 
nada concluded. ‘Let us file it away with all the camps of a generation 
ago, before the legend smothers us all.’*° 
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If that were not enough, the same paper that day included a witty 
send-up review, written by Alan Coren, of the first of the new episodes 
that highlighted the way in which, despite efforts to make things grittier 
through the introduction of a nastier and entirely fictitious German 
character, Colditz drew its inspiration from books and a film in which 
escape was pursued with boyish enthusiasm. ‘Hurrah! The Christmas 
hols over it was back to The Fifth Form at St. Colditz for a new term’, the 
review began, after which the plot of the episode was summarized as a 
Greyfriars parody. ‘All in all,’ Coren concluded, ‘I think it’s going to be a 
whippingly good term.’*” 

This was a light-hearted jibe, of course—though funny and obvious 
enough to appear shortly thereafter in the form of a Two Ronnies comedy 
sketch—and a barrage of letters indicated to Caminada that his view of 
the Colditz phenomenon (‘imprisonment by commercialism’) was not 
widely shared, at least by readers of The Times. It was also fairly easy for 
the BBC to ignore the occasional complaint that, by inserting a truly 
Nazi character, the producer of the series was perpetuating wartime 
stereotypes about the Germans.’® 

Rather more unnerving was a full-scale assault on Colditz by none 
other than the first British prisoner to make a home run from Oflag IVC, 
Airey Neave. While the initial series was in production in the summer of 
1972, the MP for Abingdon had been anxious to make sure that it did 
not perpetuate the false idea, conveyed in the film version of The Colditz 
Story, that Pat Reid had been the first British officer to escape, and had 
instructed his solicitors to contact the producer on the matter. In re- 
sponse, Glaister had given Neave what the latter took to be an assurance 
that the series would be ‘largely fictitious’ and that it would ‘not portray 
individual escapes’, either his or anyone else’s.*” 

But while the producer continued to stress that ‘we have fictionalised 
all the characters and no real names are being used’,*° the MP was not 
pleased when the series aired, either by what he took to be the overly 
bright tone—literally as well as figuratively, given the lighting needs 
associated with videotaping—or, doubtless, by the climactic final epi- 
sodes in which the Pat Grant character (clearly based on Pat Reid rather 
than himself) makes it to Switzerland. Seventeen days after attending the 
Radio Times launch party at the Imperial War Museum, Neave spoke his 
mind at the Sun TV awards ceremony. “The programme is seriously 
misleading,’ he informed reporters, ‘and does not really convey the 
harshness of the conditions.’ Though ‘a good adventure yarn’, the series 
was too ‘jolly and bright’ to convey the reality of life in Colditz, and indeed 
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almost gave the impression that the place was ‘a holiday camp’, what with 
chatty guards and well-fed, well-dressed actors in khaki who looked “as if 
their hair has just been styled by Vidal Sassoon’. Making a bad public- 
relations situation worse was the response of Pat Reid when approached 
for comment at home. While arguing that it was ‘nonsense’ to suggest the 
series made Colditz out to be a version of Butlin’s, the technical adviser to 
the series conceded that there were problems. ‘Airey Neave’s arguments 
are sound’, he was reported as saying. ‘I think some of the actors look too 
well-fed—we were thin as rakes—and their uniforms look too new’, going 
on to emphasize that, as technical adviser to the series, ‘I have had my 
battles with producers about accuracy’. Given the high profile the series 
had attained, it was not surprising that these remarks were published 
widely the following day in both the national and local press.*! 

This put the BBC on the defensive. ‘We are as factually accurate as it is 
possible to be in television’, a spokesman stated. ‘We also try and be 
realistic as well and the guards are shown as human beings.’ Glaister 
himself was more forthright. ‘Colditz is an entertainment series, not a 
documentary’, he argued. Yes, food and fuel were short, but you couldn’t 
have actors go on a starvation diet or have them ‘going round shivering all 
the time’. Moreover, he himself had evidence showing that conditions 
were not always that bad. ‘I have pictures—taken by the Germans—of 
prisoners playing games in their courtyard and even sunning themselves 
in deckchairs.’*” 

The following week the BBC released copies of these photographs 
to the press. ‘Some of the men in the photographs look extremely 
well fed—and one or two even have paunches’, a spokesman pointed 
out. The series producer, meanwhile, stressed that he had taken great 
pains to get the general atmosphere and conditions as close to reality 
as possible. The release of the photographs backfired, insofar as it 
prompted Pat Reid to point out that the pictures were mostly German 
propaganda snaps. Meanwhile the press had been approaching other 
Old Colditzians for their impressions, the News of the World reporting 
the day before the BBC release that Reinhold Eggers, the former 
security officer, thought Colditz seriously strayed from the truth in 
key areas. ‘Life in Colditz was never the good, clean, sentimental fun 
that British viewers are now being entertained with’, he told reporter 
George Edwards. He pointed out what he thought were factual errors, 
and took great exception to the portrayal of the camp staff. Their 
characters, he insisted, owed much more to fiction than to fact. That, 
Glaister retorted, had been intentional.*? 
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The BBC, as Neave perceived, was ‘getting extremely touchy’. But the 
MP admitted that he was quickly ‘getting quite bored with being inter- 
viewed on the subject’, and the controversy slowly died down.** The 
makers of Colditz could in any case take comfort from the excellent 
viewing figures that the second series was generating. “The strict authen- 
ticity of the series may be in question,’ as the Daily Express put it, ‘but 
there’s no doubting the firm hold that it has on viewers.’ On average over 
7 million people were watching Colditz each week, and for the final 
episode, broadcast on 1 April 1974, in which the castle was liberated, 
the BBC estimated that a third of the UK population had tuned in. “The 
perfect finish to a fine series’, was the consensus verdict reached in a 
BBC audience poll.*” 

The success of the second series also had a knock-on effect. White 
Lion published a new edition of Micky Burn’s Yes, Farewell under the 
title Farewell to Colditz in the summer, followed in November by a four- 
page spread in the Observer Colour Supplement in which the author 
explained why he had not tried to escape from the castle. The second 
Eggers volume, meanwhile, had gone into a second printing, and other 
authors were attempting to ride the wave of popular interest in POW 
escapes in general and Colditz in particular through escape-story com- 
pilations. The press continued to take an interest in everything related to 
Colditz—it was already being used as a metaphor for any tough insti- 
tution from which the inhabitants wished to escape—including the castle 
itself in East Germany, and commercial spin-offs continued to generate 
money. Airfix, for instance, produced a model kit of the famous glider 
built inside its walls, while a ‘Colditz Escape Map’ was put out by Mars 
Limited with the assistance of Pat Reid as part of a promotion for 
Galaxy-Ripple chocolate bars.*° 

Though Colditz was now finished, interest in the wartime story of the 
castle and in escape more generally by no means disappeared in the 
second half of the 1970s. Pat Reid compiled a small children’s book 
entitled My Favourite Escape Stories, and Robert Hale published The 
Man Who Came in from Colditz, a memoir by one of the Dutch prisoners. 
Adventure-mystery writer Harry Patterson (better known under the nom 
de plume Jack Higgins) was assumed to have used the holding of the 
Prominente at Oflag IVC as the basis for an otherwise fictional story, The 
Valhalla Exchange, put out by Hutchinson in 1976. Hodder & Stoughton 
published the Colditz diary of Ellison Platt, edited by Margaret Duggan, 
under the title Padre in Colditz in 1978. Pat Reid, on the jacket flap, was 
quoted as saying that this was a ‘ “‘must”’ for all enthusiasts’. Meanwhile 
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new printings of the Colditz classics were continuing to sell briskly. The 
Coronet paperback version of The Colditz Story had by 1978 sold to the 
tune of 640,000 copies, while a 1977 paperback reissue of They Have 
Their Exits had within six months sold more than 170,000 copies. Neave 
was still receiving healthy royalties when he was assassinated in a car- 
bomb explosion engineered by an IRA splinter group in 1979.*’ 

At the start of the following decade the Platt diary was reissued, 
followed in subsequent years by publication of the memoirs of several 
more ex-inmates—three of whom put ‘Colditz’ in their titles. A collec- 
tion of wartime photographs of Colditz was put together by Ron Baybutt 
and published by Hodder & Stoughton in 1982, the same year that a 
paperback book of extracts from various escape stories, entitled Cata- 
pulting from Colditz, appeared under the Ward Lock imprint. The first 
computer game devoted to escape from Oflag IVC, written by Tony 
Barber and sold by Phipps Associates, also came on the market in the 
early 1980s. More consequentially, and in time to mark the fortieth 
anniversary of the liberation of the castle, Macmillan published a new 
history of Colditz by Pat Reid in November 1984.*® 

Originally titled Challenge, this was the end-product of a long-running 
collaboration between the author and a group of about half-a-dozen 
friends—most of whom had been at Oflag IVC themselves—who agreed 
that too much had been left out of the earlier books. Attempting to be as 
comprehensive as possible, Reid submitted a manuscript that the pub- 
lisher calculated would run to nearly 500 pages of text. Macmillan 
refused on commercial grounds to publish a book of this length, and 
more than a hundred manuscript pages were eventually cut. Reid also 
accepted that, in order for the book to sell, name recognition would be 
important. Challenge became Colditz: The Full Story.*° 

Perhaps stung by criticism of the schoolboyish tone of his original 
account—‘Possibly I overdid the humour and the fun’, he admitted 
somewhat uneasily when questioned in the mid-1970s—Reid adopted 
a more impersonal style this time around. ‘Pat’s approach is a complete 
and refreshing departure from what one has been used to’, as collabor- 
ator Mike Moran put it. But this did not save The Full Story from being 
criticized by the up-and-coming military historian Hew Strachan for 
being essentially the mixture as before. Certain omissions, he indicated 
in the Times Literary Supplement, were significant. ‘Despair and depres- 
sion barely feature; the tedium of a prisoner’s daily round is never 
discussed; sexual deprivation and repression warrant [only] a misleading 
and inconclusive couple of pages.’ But this did not stop the book from 
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selling well enough to appear as an Arrow paperback in November 1985, 
marketed as “The final classic of the Colditz trilogy’, or Coronet from 
reissuing the first two books as a single paperback entitled Colditz: The 
Colditz Story and the Latter Days at Colditz in 1986—the same year that 
Virgin published a game book by Clive Gifford entitled Escape From 
Colditz, in which the reader works out how to get away. Three years later 
the quarterly magazine After the Battle, which intersperses contemporary 
photographs of visits to wartime sites with photographs taken during the 
war, devoted an entire issue to Colditz.°° 

In 1990 came the news that Colditz castle, about to become part of a 
reunified Germany, was planning to open its doors to tourists, shortly 
followed by a reunion of eighty-three of the 125 surviving former Colditz 
inmates held at the Imperial War Museum, with the Queen Mother in 
attendance, to mark the forty-fifth anniversary of the liberation of the 
camp. Gibson Games, meanwhile, in association with Digital Magic, 
was in the process of releasing an arcade version of the popular ‘Escape 
from Colditz? board game. So great had public interest become in 
everything connected with the camp that the Colditz Association (the 
membership of which consisted of former inmates of Oflag IVC inter- 
ested in keeping up acquaintance with each other) suggested in early 
I9QI that a new organization made up of knowledgeable enthusiasts— 
the Colditz Society—be created. Comic virtuoso Stephen Fry, who had 
grown up reading the escape tales of the 1950s, freely admitted that 
when writing and filming his parody of the escape films of the period, 
Stalag Luft, in 1993, he had the film version of The Colditz Story as well as 
The Wooden Horse firmly in mind. That same year Classic Pictures and 
Castle Vision released through W. H. Smith a video documentary writ- 
ten, directed, and co-produced by Robert Garofolo in which various Old 
Colditzians described their experiences on location at the castle. Anglia 
TV also broadcast a documentary, Flight from Colditz, featuring a scale 
model glider being launched from the castle attic in which the real 
glider—built but never used—had been constructed. In 1994 the BBC 
announced that it was reviving the Colditz series. The following year 
another Colditz memoir was published, and the British press continued 
to follow the trials and tribulations of local and regional governments in 
Germany as they tried to work out how to pay for the restoration of the 
castle itself. Obituaries unfailingly highlighted the fact that the recently 
deceased had been a prisoner at Oflag IVC, while throughout the 1990s 
the wartime stories and current doings of those still living were con- 
sidered newsworthy.” 
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After a period of uncertainty Channel 4 gave Windfall Films the green 
light in the late 1990s to proceed with a three-part television documen- 
tary that, through interviews, on-site simulations, and visits by former 
inhabitants to the castle, would retell the story of Oflag IVC. Henry 
Chancellor and others involved in the production were anxious to dis- 
tance themselves from what some former prisoners saw as the overly jolly 
picture of events painted by Pat Reid—who died in 1990— that had been 
further exaggerated in the 1955 film The Colditz Story. The sheer bore- 
dom of being a POW was stressed, along with the risk of mental instabil- 
ity, the presence of men not all that keen on trying to escape themselves, 
and an episode in which one British inmate was almost lynched as a 
traitor. But the central theme—albeit from a more international perspec- 
tive—was still breaking out, as the overall title, Escape from Colditz, 
clearly indicated. Channel 4 underlined the point by commissioning 
the building of a full-scale replica of the famous glider, the test flight of 
which, heavily covered in the press, occurred as the new series was being 
broadcast. First aired in January—February 2000, Escape from Colditz was 
a success with critics and public alike. Although some reviewers acknow- 
ledged the revisionist elements in the documentary programme, others 
lauded its makers for underlining the ingenuity, courage, and sheer 
tenacity of the youthful heroes whose exploits they had read about and 
seen on screen for up to half a century. John Preston, writing for the 
Sunday Telegraph, found it a ‘wistful, funny, and moving’ evocation of the 
Colditz Myth. ‘It’s a Boy’s Own story, of course,’ he went on, “—plucky 
Brits, wily Frenchmen, “‘good’’ Germans—and having lapped it up in 
childhood I find I’m just as susceptible to it in (early) middle age.’ 

By the autumn of 2000 the BBC was ready to broadcast its own 
commissioned documentary. ‘I grew up with films like The Great Escape 
and vividly remember the BBC television series Colditz’, explained 
Michael Davies, who wrote and directed for Hartswood Films, adding 
that the true story of what went on in Stalag Luft III and Oflag IVC was 
even more riveting than the fictional versions. Entitled The War Behind 
the Wire, this interview-centred documentary came in two parts, the 
first dealing with the Great Escape and the second with Colditz. Both 
the series and the accompanying book by Patrick Wilson were well 
received.” 

Colditz continued to be a name to conjure with in the first years of the 
twenty-first century. Cassell published a mass-market paperback version 
of The Colditz Story in its military classics series in February 2001. ‘I read 
this book years ago and was enthralled then’, noted a satisfied customer. 
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‘My son finds this book as gripping as I did twenty years ago.’ For young 
teens experiencing difficulties in reading—and who therefore would find 
the original text too hard—Christopher Martin produced a simplified, 
condensed, and heavily illustrated version of the tale under the title 
Escape From Colditz that was published in April as part of the Collins 
Soundbites series. Henry Chancellor, the researcher behind the series 
for Channel 4, used his findings as the basis for a book previewed in the 
Daily Mail at the end of July and published by Hodder & Stoughton— 
the firm that had originally handled the first two Reid books—under the 
title Colditz: The Definitive History in August. This too proved to be a 
great success. ‘If you are keen on history and man’s ability to tough it out 
in the face of adversity,’ as one enthusiastic reader put it, then this new 
iteration of the Colditz story ‘has to be on your list of books that you 
must read.’ In October 2001 Big Finish Productions released an episode 
of their post-BBC audio Doctor Who series in which the Tardis ends up 
inside Oflag IVC, and in December Caxton Editions published a lavishly 
illustrated volume entitled Colditz: A Pictorial History. Four months later 
a Coronet paperback edition of Colditz: The Definitive History was re- 
leased, followed in May 2002 by a softcover reissue of Colditz: The Full 
Story. In August of the same year Severn House released the latest 
popular war-is-hell novel by Leo Kessler (a.k.a. Charles Whiting), 
Murder in Colditz. Following the success of their reissue of The Colditz 
Story, Cassell put out their version of the sequel under the title The Latter 
Days at Colditz in April 2003. ITV, meanwhile, announced that produc- 
tion would begin in the autumn on a two-part drama that would focus 
on the Airey Neave escape. Almost sixty years after the existence of 
Oflag IVC was terminated, and even as the few remaining ex-prisoners 
are starting to pass away, the Colditz industry continues to thrive, 
complete with a range of books, home-viewing versions of films and 
documentaries, several types of games, and organized tours to explore 
the castle itself. 

The reasons for, and the extent of, the popular fascination with 
Colditz have varied somewhat over time. In addition to nostalgia for 
fading glory in the 1950s, there was the ‘now it can be told’ factor, the 
public lapping up positive portrayals of heroic episodes, especially when 
presented in entertaining fashion, of a war about which little was yet 
known beyond the general outlines. During the 1960s the solid virtues 
the story embodied became less fashionable in an increasingly youth- 
oriented culture. By the 1970s there was perhaps a greater yearning after 
an idealized ‘lost world’; nostalgia for a time when Britain was still a 
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world power, the country was not plagued by inflation and industrial 
unrest, and those now in middle age were still youthful. This was 
matched by a new wave of interest among those too young to feel the 
need to rebel against the values of a bygone age. In the 1990s, just as the 
castle itself began to assume a more tangible form as the Iron Curtain 
gave way, there was a growing trans-generational realization that the 
time available for those who had fought in the war to renew acquaint- 
ance with old comrades and to tell their stories, whether in print, on 
tape, or on film, was becoming decidedly short.”° 

The core of popular interest over the decades, though, has to do with 
the nature of the tale itself. ‘Escape stories are bound to succeed,’ as one 
reviewer of the Latter Days put it, ‘—for the good reason that they tell of 
ordinary men... who have risen to heights of daring or ingenuity or mere 
bare-faced bluff in their endeavours to regain their freedom.’ They were 
individuals who had human qualities that those who read about or 
watched films on their exploits could both admire and hope that they 
too possessed. Their stories were also straightforward morality tales, in 
which apparently helpless captives outmanoeuvred their supposedly 
omnipotent captors. This David-versus-Goliath aspect, of courage in 
the face of adversity and the beating of odds, appealed to the British self- 
image in relation to the Second World War, while the goal—personal 
freedom—was one with which anyone could identify.’ 

Yet this was true of all escape stories, not just those set in Oflag IVC. 
What was it that made Colditz primus inter pares? The striking exterior 
appearance of the castle itself, as compared to the drab if not positively 
identikit look of hut-and-wire compounds, may have had some influ- 
ence. It may also have helped that Oflag IVC contained a relatively small 
number of prisoners attempting a relatively wide range of breakout 
methods. ‘It’s on a small enough scale that people can grasp it’, one of 
the wartime inhabitants of the castle, Peter Storie-Pugh, later observed. 
Those who were at Colditz, however, tended to think that it was the 
boyish and hugely appealing way in which Pat Reid framed the story that 
was at the root of the Colditz phenomenon. This was a collective opinion 
fully supported by the objective evidence of the ongoing popularity of 
books first published in the early 1950s. It was the success of The Colditz 
Story and its sequel, moreover, that allowed for the making of the even 
more popular film version, while the success of both books and film 
served as the initial selling-point for the wildly popular fictionalized TV 
drama series of the early 1970s. In turn, the BBC’s Colditz programmes, 
as well as the film seen on television and the paperbacks still being 
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regularly reissued, spurred on those who would examine the story anew 
in documentary form at the end of the 1990s. Successive iterations of the 
story have introduced certain revisionist elements. Yet, as both critics 
and enthusiasts usually acknowledge, the popular image of the place 
remains rooted in the manner in which Pat Reid originally portrayed the 
castle. Indeed, there were indications that as late as 2003 his books were 
still outselling all others on Colditz.”’ 

Hence the dominance of a particular set of images of British prisoner 
life in Germany within the collective imagination, in which high spirits 
and escape attempts are constant factors. But is this mental picture 
album entirely accurate? Or it is it closer to being a myth that ‘abolishes 
the complexity of human acts’ and instead ‘gives them the simplicity of 
essences’? As the following chapters will show, the POW experience both 
in the Reich as a whole and inside Oflag IVC itself was quite varied, and 
differed significantly in key respects from what has become received 
popular wisdom.”® 
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changing the title of the film during the production phase, see ibid., Leggatt 
to John, 7 July 1954; JA to Leggatt, 5 July 1954; Leggatt to Jones, 24 Aug. 
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entire chapter had been devoted to Bader’s time in the castle—included 
a Watton-style image of the exterior of Colditz with a narration voiceover 
explaining that Bader ‘inevitably’ ended up in the castle. The association of 
Colditz with escape was such by this point that in the original screenplay the 
film ended with Bader making a home run from the castle: something that, 
since it did not happen, Bader refused to allow into the film. John Frayn 
Turner, The Bader Tapes (Bourne End, 1986), 68. 

The credits on the video version of The Birdmen (Universal Television, 
1971), which was broadcast as an ABC ‘Movie of the Weekend’ on 18 
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of a glider in a castle, was based on events mentioned in Reid’s second 
book. But there can be no question that ‘Beckstadt’ is Colditz in disguise. 
On this film see http://www.angelfire.com/wa/birdmen/; http://us.imdb. 
com/Title?0066833 (accessed 8 Feb. 2003). On the Americanization of 
The Great Escape through casting and plotting see BFI, The Great Escape 
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Reid file, Leggatt memo, 6 Jan. 1956; GL, MS. 16,352/7, Neave file, Leggatt 
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Eggers in 1961 at the time of the publication of the latter’s book. See 
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Gerard Glaister letter, Radio Times, 18 Nov. 1972, 94; IWM (Books), ‘A one 
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scenario) and the real Pat Reid, insofar as both were army officers who 
served as escape officer at Colditz and eventually made a home run. 
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episode]; see Campbell letter, The Times, 9 Jan. 1974; IWMSA 14781/3, 
J. Hamilton-Baillie; BBC, Harewood in ‘Colditz Under Attack’ unidentified 
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On the anti-German living-in-the-past argument see Sunday Telegraph, 
3 Feb. 1974 [Brook-Sheppard]; The Times, 14 Jan. 1974 [Furlong letter]. 
On the reaction to the Caminada article see The Times, 19 Jan. 1974 
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AN 677, Neave—Darling correspondence, Jan.—Feb. 1974. On the Two 
Ronnies sketch see Ronnie Barker, It’s Goodnight from Him (London, 
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Master Book of Escapes (London, 1974). See Michael Burn, ‘Why I didn’t 
break out of Colditz’, Observer Colour Supplement, 3 Nov. 1974, pp. 26-9; 
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Michael Davies preface to Patrick Wilson, The War Behind the Wire (Barns- 
ley, 2000), 7; see New Statesman, 12 Feb. 2001, pp. 55-6; Spectator, 18 Nov. 
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Feb. 2003), N. Cull, “The Great Escape of the Self-Preservation Society: 
Englishness in popular war and crime films’, 1-2. 

P. Storie-Pugh in The Colditz Story (Classic Pictures, 1993). On sales of the 
Reid books as against other Colditz titles see http://www.amazon.co.uk. On 
the influence of the Reid books and the 1955 film in spurring on Henry 
Chancellor see  http://(www.cambridge-news.co/uk/archives/2002/05/03/ 
coverstory.html (accessed 6 Feb. 2003). On the influence of the BBC 
drama series on Michael Davies see his preface to Wilson, op. cit., 7. (The 
series also inspired an online homoerotic novel in the 1990s: see http:// 
www.slashfic.co.uk (accessed 19 Sept. 2002), “The First Duty’.) On the 
influence of Pat Reid see also David Dunn, ‘A Tribute to Pat Reid’, Colditz 
Society Newsletter, 1:10 (Jan. 1995), 5; The Times, 24 May 1990. On acknow- 
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phenomenon see: CSVA 7, P. Allan; ibid., 11, H. Ironside; IWMSA 9247/3, 
C. Burn; ibid., 14781/3, J. Hamilton-Baillie. See also Champ and Burgess, 
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17896/3, W. C. Purdon; ibid., 4820/2, C. Scarborough; see also Jane Torday 
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ready-made locations for any future motion picture, as against the costs 
involved in building huge sets in the manner of The Great Escape (on which 
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version of film). 

Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. A. Lavers (London, 1972), 143. 


1 Capture and Interrogation 


Prisoners [on capture]...must not be threatened, insulted, or 
exposed to unpleasantness or disadvantages of any kind whatso- 
ever. 


(from Article 5, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


No pressure shall be exercised on prisoners to obtain information 
regarding the situation in their armed forces or their country. 


(from Article 5, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


The point of departure for The Colditz Story is the moment at which the 
author begins to think about breaking out. The classic Great War yarns 
Pat Reid had read in his youth focused on escapes, as did the most 
successful of the new generation of prisoner-of-war books that appeared 
around the time he was writing his own memoir. And if it was escape 
attempts from Germany that people wanted to read about—as opposed 
to being caught by surprise and herded into the Reich under ignomini- 
ous circumstances—then it was logical to pass over the preliminaries 
in silence.’ 

To completely ignore capture and the journey into captivity in the 
interests of the escape narrative was to go a step further than other 
authors of breakout tales, most of whom, while emphasizing escape, at 
least touched on what had gone on before. From a commercial stand- 
point the move proved to be sound, as the success of The Colditz Story 
both in print and on screen indicated. Skipping the preliminaries, how- 
ever, also meant ignoring what were often among the most life- 
threatening and endurance-testing periods in the lives of captured Brit- 
ish servicemen during the Second World War.” 

In theory, all that needed to happen in order for a British serviceman 
to become a recognized German prisoner of war, with all the concomi- 
tant protections accorded him under the terms of the 1929 Geneva 
Convention, was to cease fighting and indicate to the opposition that 
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he wished to surrender. In practice, this could prove to be a difficult and 
in some cases lethal stage in encounters with the enemy.’ 

Soldiers giving up singly or in small groups, especially while fighting in 
the area continued, ran a very real risk of being killed out of hand rather 
than having their surrender accepted. In the heat of battle it could be 
difficult for enemy troops to adjust to the idea that those who shortly 
before had been their mortal foes were now, in essence, seeking their 
protection.* 

A sergeant major of the Royal Norfolk Regiment, for instance, sent 
out with a white flag to signal a willingness to end his company’s stout 
defence of a farmhouse on the road to Dunkirk in late May 1940, was 
almost immediately mown down. In the course of the hard-fought battle 
for Crete a year later, German paratroopers shot dead individual soldiers 
and airmen as they emerged from their dugouts and trenches to give 
themselves up. Survivors of the sinking of HMS Gloucester, meanwhile, 
were strafed from the air as they clung helplessly to pieces of wreckage. 
The first attempt to surrender among the unharmed on the beach at 
Dieppe in the wake of the intense battle of 19 August I942—a man 
stepping out from behind a wrecked landing craft, waving a white 
handkerchief after firing had died down—was met at once with rifle 
fire. In the Normandy campaign in June and July 1944, especially in 
periods of intense fighting, there were many documented instances of 
the shooting or bayoneting of wounded men in overrun positions, as well 
as the murder of individuals who walked forward towards the enemy 
with their hands up.” 

Luckier men recalled how fortunate they had been in the first 
moments after a violent encounter. Second Lieutenant J. T. Stevenson 
(Manchester Regiment), after trying to run a German roadblock near 
Dunkirk in May 1940, got the impression that the panzer troops 
who took him and his men from their crashed truck were ready to 
kill. Corporal C. W. Jervis (Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light 
Infantry), wounded by a grenade as his position was overrun in a 
sharp firefight in Belgium earlier the same month, escaped death by 
a hairsbreadth: 


The Germans came over the top and one big German stopped by me, and put 
his rifle in my face, and I thought ‘He is going to shoot me.’ I then said ‘Have a 
cigarette,’ which he took and put in his pocket. He then put the rifle back in 
my face, so I took the tin and said ‘You take the cigarettes.’ He put them in 
his pocket, then shouted ‘Churchill Swinehund’. Then he kicked me in the 
head... 
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Jervis ‘saw stars’ but was no longer in danger of his life. Conan Purdon, a 
Commando officer who eventually ended up at Colditz, recalled in an 
interview how ‘touch and go’ the situation was for prisoners confronted 
by keyed-up troops in the immediate aftermath of the St-Nazaire raid in 
March 1942.° 

Even if not killed outright, prisoners could still be in grave peril in the 
period immediately after capture. The threat of vengeance for the loss of 
friends or family could be present, or it might be believed—rightly or 
wrongly—that the rules of war were being broken by the enemy in a way 
that required no quarter to be given even after surrender. 

Private Frederick Ayers, captured in a farmhouse near Wattau with 
dozens of others from the his unit at the end of May 1940, saw the 
mood—hitherto quite civilized—suddenly turn ugly when a forgotten 
grenade was discovered in one unfortunate prisoner’s pocket during the 
initial search. ‘He was taken away and stood against a wall as the 
Germans were quite convinced he had left it purposely, to harm them.’ 
Lance-Corporal George Dunning, captured the same day as Fred Ayers 
elsewhere in the retreat to Dunkirk, was lined up against a wall with 
several other hapless British soldiers by a furious German NCO who 
took violent exception to the eighteen-inch bayonets they had begun 
surrendering. The man had evidently decided that these weapons were 
inhumane, an unofficial stance that was shared on other occasions with 
respect to edged weapons in general.’ 

Especially among those unfamiliar with the nature of battle wounds 
and the effects on bodies of exposure, there sometimes arose the conclu- 
sion that atrocities had been committed. In the campaign in France and 
Belgium in 1940 some German units became convinced that the British 
were firing dum-dum bullets, a type of ammunition banned under 
international law. This was not in fact the case, but those who fell 
under suspicion rightly felt that they were at risk.® 

In some cases RAF pilots who had taken to their parachutes during 
the Battle of Britain later in 1940 were machine-gunned to death as they 
hung suspended from their canopies. Some of these incidents were 
apparently the result of German outrage at reports of RAF attacks on 
German air-sea rescue planes marked with red crosses.” 

During the battle for Crete the following year the state of bodies 
discovered after several days led Germans to conclude that helpless 
paratroopers had been unmercifully butchered and wounded men 
murdered. Commonwealth troops as well as Cretan civilians—some of 
whom had joined in the fight with great ferocity—were held responsible. 


38 | CAPTURE AND INTERROGATION 


In consequence, stories began to circulate on both sides that the 
Germans were taking no prisoners. No such order was in fact issued, 
but unnecessary deaths undoubtedly occurred as a result of vengeful 
sentiment. Amidst the fighting for Maleme aerodrome there was at least 
one occasion where a furious German NCO made preparations for the 
execution of a group of captured RAF ground personnel; and at another 
point a party of forty, mostly RAF, prisoners was used as a human shield. 
“We were made to line up with our hands above our heads and advance 
over the hill in front of the advancing Germans,’ Flight Sergeant Harold 
Wilkinson recalled, ‘who threatened us with their sub-machine guns. 
When we came within view of the British troops, the Germans opened 
fire from behind us: this fire was returned by our own troops, and I 
myself saw six or seven of our party killed.’!° 

Stories of Allied misconduct circulated in the Normandy campaign 
in the summer of 1944, including a rumour that captured panzer 
troops had been placed so as to prevent firing on British vehicles. 
Again there was talk of orders to ‘take no prisoners’ being issued, and 
this time dozens of instances in which wounded men and recently 
taken parties of Canadian and British troops were gunned down. Private 
W. J. Sudworth (Royal Warwickshire Regiment) and other survivors of a 
sharp baptism of fire on 7 June 1944 found themselves in the hands of SS 
panzer grenadiers, and had the narrowest of escapes: 


They took us into a field, deprived us of all valuables and lined us up to be shot. 
Fortunately three of our fighter planes came over at that very minute, waggling 
their wings in recognition. The Germans scattered for cover, but we stood 
there waving, whilst the planes flew round us in a protective circle. After a 
while, when it became obvious what they were doing, the Germans came 
back, gave us our possessions, and herded us off towards their HQ. With a 
final waggle, the planes departed. 


Others were not so lucky. One out of five fatal Canadian Army casualties 
in the first week in Normandy turned out to be the result of murder 
behind the lines.*? 

RAF aircrew, having managed to bail out of stricken aircraft, might 
find themselves during the latter part of the war in the hands of bombed- 
out German civilians and especially vengeful local officials, prepared not 
only to rough up captives but also in some cases kill them. After a raid in 
the summer of 1943, for example, Nazi Party group leader Willi Luger 
had four Commonwealth airmen shot near Duisberg on the grounds 
that they had been bombing women and children. A post-mortem on the 
body of Sergeant S. J. Price, who had parachuted down from a burning 
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Lancaster bomber near Pockau, revealed a grisly end, apparently at the 
hands of a local policeman with the help of two civilians: death through 
repeated blows to the head from a ‘blunt instrument’. !? 

In many cases it was only the intervention of cooler-headed, and 
usually more senior-ranking, personnel that saved men from being 
murdered. Fred Ayers and his comrades lived only because a corporal 
made a case in German that the grenade found in the soldier’s pocket 
had been an oversight. George Dunning’s group was saved by the timely 
arrival of an officer who countermanded the angry NCO’s order to shoot. 
On Crete an execution was delayed, then cancelled, when a German- 
speaking British corporal insisted that the paratroopers get orders 
from an officer before they mowed down helpless men. Lieutenant- 
Commander Billie Stephens, who was eventually sent to Colditz, 
found himself lined up against a church wall along with other survivors 
of the St-Nazaire raid. Only the arrival of an officer ‘roaring orders’ to 
the guards menacing the group with machine-guns saved the day: ‘I was 
very frightened’, Stephens later admitted.'* Such cases continued down 
to the end of the war. Private John Woods (Royal Norfolk Regiment) had 
a very close shave at a German first-aid post near Kervenheim in March 
1945: ‘[One] of the Gerries standing nearby came over and flicked the 
safety catch on his rifle, presumably with the intention of shooting me. 
The officer grabbed the weapon, bawled a lot of authoritarian orders and 
pushed him away.’'* 

RAF aircrew, meanwhile, were often saved from potentially fatal attacks 
by enraged civilians, especially in or near cities, by the intervention of 
responsible Luftwaffe personnel. ‘Fortunately,’ Flight Sergeant S. C. 
Masters remembered, of an attempted mob assault on a group of newly 
captured prisoners being escorted through Frankfurt-am-Main railway 
station in the summer of 1944, ‘the guards did not intend to let us be 
attacked, as loading their weapons, they told the crowd they would open 
fire if they didn’t back off.’ His was by no means a unique experience.'? 

Alas, not all authority figures thought or acted humanely when con- 
fronted with new POWs. Indeed, on occasion specific orders were 
issued—some from the very highest quarters—that no surrenders should 
be accepted and that those prisoners who were taken should be done 
away with rather than sent to prison camps. 

There are documented cases of officers from all the German armed 
services engaging in such war crimes. Certain Waffen-SS officers—fan- 
atical Nazi Party members with a long history of extreme brutality 
behind them—stood out, however, with respect to mass murders as 
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acts of revenge. On 27 May 1940 a company commander in the SS 
Totenkopf division oversaw the methodical execution by machine-gun 
fire and bayonet thrusts of nearly one hundred soldiers of the Royal 
Norfolk Regiment near Le Paradis. The following day an officer from 
the SS Leibstandarte regiment witnessed the murder of a similar number 
of prisoners from the Royal Warwickshire Regiment with grenades, 
pistols, and rifles at Wormhout. Many of the smaller-scale but cumula- 
tively comparable killings in Normandy were carried out on the orders of 
officers of the SS Hitler Jugend division.'° 

Those trying to surrender or newly in custody could also face peril as a 
result of vengeful instructions emanating from much higher up the 
ladder. A direct order to the Luftwaffe to shoot at RAF crewmen para- 
chuting from stricken aircraft was apparently contemplated at one point, 
but happily never implemented; and few outright murders seem to have 
arisen from an instruction issued in 1942 by the chief of the submarine 
fleet forbidding U-boats from assisting survivors of ships they attacked, 
in retaliation for an incident in which a submarine on a mercy mission 
was sunk. ‘Be harsh,’ Admiral Dönitz had forcefully concluded: ‘Re- 
member that the enemy takes no regard of women and children in his 
bombing attacks on German cities.’!’ It was these air raids, however, 
increasingly destructive in the following years, which prompted efforts 
by senior Nazis such as Himmler and Bormann to encourage the murder 
of Allied ‘terror fliers’ once they had reached the ground. ‘An eye for an 
eye, a tooth for a tooth’, as propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels put 
it.'® Some of these moves, including several by the Führer himself, were 
sidetracked or derailed by those in the high command and elsewhere 
who were worried about Allied retaliation.!? But enough newspaper 
pieces and party orders were circulated to allow for a noticeable increase 
in the number of fatal encounters between downed airmen and local 
officialdom in the last year of the war. In mid-September 1944, to take 
just one of many documented incidents, Hans Renoth, a policeman, 
arrested a downed bomber pilot and then connived in having the man 
‘attacked and beaten with fists and rifles by a number of people’. Renoth 
then shot the pilot dead.*° More than a hundred British and Common- 
wealth aircrew appear to have lost their lives as a direct or indirect result 
of such encouragement.”! 

Another group at particular risk due to orders from higher authority 
in the latter half of the war were members of small-scale raiding parties 
or those servicemen attached in a liaison or training role to resistance 
forces. Responding to the sometimes semi-clandestine nature and 
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supposed underhandedness of ‘so-called commandos’, Hitler in the 
autumn of 1942 issued orders demanding that in future all such enemies 
of the Reich should be ‘slaughtered to the last man’. This secret ‘com- 
mando order’, reiterated several times over the next two years, was in 
some instances buried in bureaucratic red tape or simply ignored by 
commanders on the spot. On other occasions, however, especially when 
it was thought that the parties concerned had somehow been acting 
contrary to the rules of war, the Fihrer’s wishes were carried out. 
Often the military authorities simply handed captured men over to the 
security services for disposal.** The first of over one hundred Allied 
servicemen to be killed as a result of these orders were seven commandos 
taken in a raid on a power-plant at Glomfjord, Norway. In an incident 
not mentioned in The Colditz Story or The Latter Days, these men were 
moved to Germany and briefly held at Oflag IVC in early October 1942 
before being handed over to the SS and secretly executed.” Lieutenant 
Michael Alexander, caught in a Special Boat Section raid along the 
Libyan coast, was convinced that he ended up at Colditz permanently 
rather than being put in front of a firing squad as a ‘vulgar saboteur’ only 
because he claimed a close blood relationship with the GOC Middle 
East, General Sir Harold Alexander.”* 


Happily, the majority of those servicemen who surrendered did not lose 
their lives. In overall terms German armed forces observed both formal 
and informal conventions surrounding capture with respect to the West- 
ern Allies. The odds against being killed in the heat of the moment 
increased dramatically if a cease-fire was first negotiated by a senior 
officer, and particularly when large numbers of men were involved. 
This was the case when it was clear that there was no chance of rescue 
or relief for the thousands of soldiers trapped against the sea as at, for 
instance, Calais and St-Valéry in 1940 or Sfakia in 1941. In all, more 
than 164,000 British and Commonwealth servicemen—over 10,000 of 
them aircrew—successfully passed into German hands in Europe.”? 

German front-line troops, once the battle had been won and the firing 
had stopped, could afford to be quite magnanimous in the years of 
victory. The standard reciting of the phrase ‘for you the war is over’, in 
English or German, could easily be followed by friendly rather than 
hostile gestures.”° 

As in the case of Wing Commander Douglas Bader, the famous legless 
air ace and future Colditz inmate brought down over France in a Spitfire 
during the summer of 1941, aircrew might find themselves honoured 
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guests of local Luftwaffe units. Sergeant Richard Passmore, for instance, 
an air gunner whose Blenheim was downed near Wilhelmshaven in July 
1940, was taken to a nearby flak unit, put up in the officers’ mess, given 
breakfast, and shaken warmly by the hand on departure.’ 

There was also chivalry at sea. In April 1941 in the Caribbean, for 
example, the German raider Vir, having sunk the converted merchant- 
man HMS Voltaire, stopped to search for survivors, her crew shooting at 
circling sharks, despite the danger posed to the ship by remaining in the 
area. After an exchange of salutes the rescued captain of the Voltaire 
thanked his opponent for ‘saving our lives...at some risk to your- 
selves’.78 

Those picked up from the water were almost always initially treated as 
shipwrecked fellow sailors in need of aid rather than as hostile captives. 
Leading Telegraphist John Wilkins, who would eventually become an 
orderly at Colditz, remembered the treatment he and other survivors of 
the submarine Starfish received aboard a German destroyer in January 


1940: 


Anyone who couldn’t climb on board they assisted and we were taken below 
ship to a large room with bunk beds. Bread, butter, bully beef and schnapps 
were handed out. We took it in turns to go to the engine room and dry our 
clothes. Later small groups of us were taken to the German officers’ mess [where 
there were Kriegsmarine types] who gave us each a cognac. We had a good time 
and they were very friendly. 


The following year Surgeon Commander Hugh Singer and other sur- 
vivors of HMS Gloucester, after their ordeal at the hands of the Luftwaffe, 
were looked for and eventually spotted by a German rescue craft after 
many hours in the water. ‘Once on board,’ Singer later reported, ‘we 
were told to strip off our wet things which were to be dried for us and we 
were each given a dry blanket. We were then sent below to a large cabin 
occupying most of the after part of the ship. There we were given fresh 
water and were able to begin the three day job of quenching our thirsts.’ 
As Paymaster James Moran (another man who eventually found his way 
to Colditz) put it with reference to the crew of the destroyer that picked 
him and other half-dead survivors up from a lifeboat in July 1941 in the 
Bay of Biscay: ‘they were really good...’?° 

Surrendering soldiers could also find themselves treated courteously 
by their erstwhile foes, the sharing of a smoke being an encouraging sign 
that prisoners would not be killed out of hand. ‘After a few minutes, 
everything was quiet,’ Private R. P. Evans later wrote in reference to the 
surrender of a group from the Worcestershire Regiment near Dunkirk in 
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late May 1940, ‘and the Germans visibly relaxed and offered us cigar- 
ettes, which action we reciprocated.’ This was a scene replicated many 
times on various battlefields. Private N. L. Francis of the Dorset Regi- 
ment, to take another example, instinctively guessed what would be his 
best course of action when his battalion commander ordered his unit to 
surrender at Oosterbeek in September 1944. ‘I flung the bolt from my 
rifle into the woods and taking a packet of Woodbines from my pocket, 
offered one to a couple of our captors’, Francis remembered of the 
moments after capture. ‘One jerry gave me one of his fags...it broke 
the ice.”*° 

Even while fighting continued, humane considerations often governed 
the initial treatment extended to those rendered hors de combat. ‘1’d been 
wounded twice when they dropped the paratroopers right on top of us,’ 
Private Ahol Cook, a New Zealander, remembered of the generally quite 
savage battle for Crete, ‘and you can imagine what a slaughterhouse it 
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was: 


A first aid station was set up under olive trees for dozens and dozens of German 
paratroopers and Australian infantrymen, with a German doctor who came 
down with the paratroopers plus our Australian doctor. They set up a surgery 
in a tent and carried out major operations on both German and Australian 
wounded. It was a wonderful example of co-operation. 


This was not an isolated example. ‘I am glad to say’, a wounded Captain 
Derek Lang remembered of the period after capture at St-Valéry, ‘that a 
lot of trouble was taken at this stage with the wounded. The German 
medical orderlies were as considerate as our own men would have 
been... °! 

Sometimes, to be sure, Wehrmacht doctors were not quite so blindly 
Hippocratic: in some instances there was a natural enough tendency to 
place first aid for German wounded ahead of that of POWs.*” Neverthe- 
less, on the whole front-line German medical personnel behaved well. 
The recollections of two Colditz inmates are fairly typical in this respect. 
Lieutenant Edward Davies Scourfield of the King’s Royal Rifle Corps, 
hit in the fighting for Calais, recalled in a later interview that he had been 
treated ‘with great chivalry’ by the Germans who found him after the 
surrender; a sentiment echoed by the wounded Second Lieutenant John 
Hamilton-Baillie, Royal Engineers, on the behaviour of German medical 
orderlies after the fighting had stopped at St-Valéry.*? 

For wounded and unwounded alike, a strong sense of military honour 
and Frontkameradenschaft on the part of the German officers and men 
concerned also helped, as British and Commonwealth troops usually 
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found, to their benefit, when taken prisoner by the Afrika Korps. Lieu- 
tenant Sandy St Clair, an artillery officer, gazed in wonder at a particu- 
larly memorable example of mutual respect when the garrison at Tobruk 
formally surrendered in June 1942: 


There, marching in columns of three down towards the crossroads, were 600 
men of the Cameron Highlanders. Bayonets were fixed and gleaming from 
the rifles on their shoulders, and their officers had drawn swords! Colonel 
Duncan, the commanding officer, was at the head of his Battalion. He was 
flanked by two kilted pipers. All the rest were in khaki shorts. Standing to greet 
them were many Germans, rigidly at attention and all at the salute. Not fifty 
yards away was a German armoured car, with General Rommel himself in a 
peaked Afrika Korps cap and a black leather overcoat standing up in its turret. 
As the Battalion drew level with Rommel, Colonel Duncan flashed his sword up 
to his lips and down to his knee in salute, and Rommel raised his gloved hand 
in acknowledgement.** 


A scene of this sort was exceptional, but magnanimity in victory was not 
all that unusual among front-line Wehrmacht troops. ‘Once we had 
fallen into their hands,’ Lieutenant Terence Prittie wrote of the period 
immediately after the surrender at Calais, ‘they were supremely anxious 
to make a good impression, giving us food and cigarettes.’*? 


Even in such sympathetic circumstances newly captured POWs could 
rarely muster much cheerfulness. Instruction in what to expect and how 
to behave as a prisoner was apparently rare in the army and navy. Even in 
the RAF—where by 1941-2 aircrew were routinely briefed on what to do 
if shot down—little prior thought was given by the men concerned as to 
the possibility of being captured. Lectures could, in any event, do little 
to cushion the blow of being among the defeated in the hands of the 
enemy.°° 

For some officers it was hard at first to grasp this sudden new reality. 
Captain Robert Loder, a company commander in the Royal Sussex 
Regiment captured in May 1940, found the whole business somehow 
unreal, almost as if he was participating in an exercise. ‘Oddly enough,’ 
Jim Rogers of the Royal Engineers, a future escaper who ended up at 
Colditz, remembered of his surrender the same month, ‘I felt no emo- 
tion at all.” This was particularly true in the wake of the physical and 
mental exhaustion brought about by combat, though not always. Hugo 
Ironside of the Royal Tank Regiment (another future inhabitant of 
Colditz), taken into the bag at Dunkirk, put his feelings in a nutshell: 
‘It was all a bit of a shock.’*” 
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A sense of having put up a good fight (or, later on, of the war going 
well) could sometimes help make the pill easier to swallow. Those who 
took soldiering to be a temporary necessity rather than a long-term 
career might also be more philosophical than others about capture. ‘I 
personally’, reported Desmond Llewelyn, an actor turned temporary 
second lieutenant in the Royal Welch Fusiliers, ‘had no feelings of 
degradation’ when taken prisoner in May 1940.°® 

Most officers, though, especially career men captured in the first half 
of the war, were rather less insulated from the immediate mental impact 
of having to surrender. To feel ‘absolutely shattered’, ‘demoralised and 
depressed’, or even ‘humiliated’ to the point of ‘misery’ and ‘despair’ 
were not uncommon reactions among newly captured BEF officers. As 
Second Lieutenant Michael Duncan (Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry) later explained of his anguish on becoming a POW in 
1940: ‘in a world of armed men, we no longer carried arms, no longer 
had the right to carry arms and consequently were thenceforth persons 
of no account whatsoever.’ For Lieutenant Airey Neave, it seemed in 
1940 as if ‘life was over’ and ‘the purpose for which one was made was 
suddenly gone’. Looking back on the experience of being rounded up by 
the Germans after the fall of Tobruk two years later, Captain A. L. 
Nicholls, Royal Army Ordnance Corps, wrote of how deeply embarrass- 
ing it all was. Being a prisoner of war, after all, was ‘not a very honour- 
able status’.°” 

Emotional reaction on capture among those without commissions was 
often very similar in range. For J. C. Whelan, a Royal Marine fighting on 
Crete, ‘the whole business of being taken prisoner was quite painless and 
did not involve any loss of dignity’. Many others felt rather stunned or 
simply numb, like Gunner Gordon Instone, captured at Calais, who 
found himself ‘dazed with confusion and fatigue’. Ordinary soldiers 
could also experience a mixture of shame, anger, bitterness, and despair. 
Being taken without a decent fight could be particularly galling, as Leslie 
Moore of the South Saskatchewan Regiment recalled of his capture after 
blundering into German positions in Normandy. “The disgrace and 
shame started to gnaw at me, right then,’ he wrote in his memoirs, 
‘being taken prisoner without a fight.’ Even if fighting had taken place, 
however, soldiers were often unable to be philosophical about what had 
happened. ‘I was shattered, despondent and deflated’, Stanley Rayner, a 
dispatch rider, remembered of the surrender at St-Valéry. At Calais, 
Private Jim Roberts (Queen Victoria’s Rifles) found himself ‘filled 
with despair, utterly dejected’ when the end came. ‘Every soldier was 
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downcast’, Ike Rosmarin of the South African army wrote of the fall of 
Tobruk.*° 

Being ordered to surrender by higher authority did not necessarily 
make the personal experience of laying down arms any easier. Such 
instructions did, however, provide some soldiers with the opportunity 
to blame others—and sometimes not without justification—rather than 
themselves for their predicament. ‘One of our officers ordered us to 
throw away rifles, bayonets and ammunition’, Private Maxwell Bates 
of the Middlesex Regiment recalled of the surrender at St-Valéry. ‘No 
Germans were in sight. We were incredulous, then angry and disgusted.’ 
Similar feelings were expressed over the surrender at Calais and at 
Dunkirk, while missing the evacuations in the Aegean the following 
year gave rise to much bitterness at those in charge who got away. Ian 
Sabey, an Australian artillery sergeant major, witnessed two cases of 
officers double-crossing men under their command in order to get 
away in Greece, while on Crete many of those left behind felt betrayed 
by those in charge—most of whom had gotten off the island before the 
end. ‘Everyone felt rather savage at just being left high and dry without 
warning’, Raymond Ryan, another Australian NCO, later wrote con- 
cerning his men’s discovery on the morning of I June 1941 that the last 
order issued by his battalion HQ before evacuating itself from Sfakia had 
been for the remaining troops to surrender. ‘We abused our leaders and 
bemoaned our bad luck’, Peter Winter, a driver in the New Zealand 
Army Service Corps, remembered.*" 

Aircrew and sailors, meanwhile, had to cope with the destruction of 
their craft and the perils of air and sea before capture. This often more 
than made up for the absence of the prolonged fatigue that soldiers 
suffered from in the days prior to surrender. Sergeant Donald Bruce, 
an observer in a Wellington bomber coned by searchlights over Duisberg 
one night in July 1942, later recalled the chaotic moments after it became 
clear that the searchlights could not be shaken and that the plane was 
being shredded by flak bursts. 


A hurried consultation between pilot and observer—then ‘JUMP, JUMP, rear 
gunner’...no reply...he has already gone. The front gunner goes through the 
forward escape hatch (he has to look for his chute as it has dislodged from its 
stowage during the stall turn [to try and shake the searchlight beams]), the 
wireless operator moves forward then returns to root under his table (he was 
looking for his gloves!) I have removed my intercom (liable to be strangled by 
the leads if they catch in the chute when it opens) loosened my tie and fastened 
my parachute pack to the harness. I kick the wireless operator to attract his 
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attention and point forward, he motions me past. I move to the forward escape 
hatch, as I pass the pilot he grins and gives me the thumbs up... and then I am 
at the opening. 


Managing to get out of a mortally stricken aircraft, often in a terminal 
spin, was a feat in itself—but that still left the parachute descent to 
contend with. Flight Lieutenant Geoffrey Willatt, a bomb-aimer whose 
Lancaster was riddled by a night fighter and set on fire high over 
Mannheim one night in September 1943, bailed out through the forward 
hatch after the pilot was killed: 


Whoosh! And there I was in mid-air, immediately followed by a sickening 
jerk on my groin as the ’chute opened. I don’t remember pulling the cord: 
I was probably unconscious from lack of oxygen; anyway, I was fighting 
for breath. There was a horrible tearing, burning feeling between my legs, 
where the harness pulled, and my fur collar was clapped tightly over my face 
and ears. Both my boots were tugged off by the wind, and my feet were freezing 
cold. 


Under the best of conditions it was at the very least disorienting to have 
oneself transformed in a matter of minutes from a crewman of an 
operational warplane into a fugitive in enemy territory who has narrowly 
escaped death. ‘It was traumatic’, recalled Flight Lieutenant Walter 
Morrison, a future Colditz inmate, of the moments after bailing out 
near Essen in June 1943. ‘One moment I was high in the sky, free and 
in command, I had power at my fingertips and even a reasonable 
expectation of breakfast in the mess. The next moment I was standing 
[injured] in a German hayfield.? Mental and physical shock was not 
uncommon among downed aircrew. The official historian of RAF 
escapes, himself a former POW, argued that many of those taken into 
custody were secretly relieved not to have to go on making life-or-death 
decisions after the bail-out trauma.*” 

Navy men could also find the transition problematic. Lieutenant- 
Commander Peter Buckley, captain of HM Submarine Shark, admitted 
he had never thought about becoming a prisoner until he was forced to 
surrender in order to save the lives of his remaining crewmen after his 
vessel, damaged and unable to submerge, was repeatedly strafed by 
German aircraft off Norway in July 1940. Lieutenant-Commander 
Rupert Lonsdale, caught in a very similar situation with HM Submarine 
Seal two months earlier, found the mental burden of having to hoist 
the white flag to save the lives of his crew almost unbearable. ‘Had we 
done everything we could to avoid this situation?’, R. R. James, First 
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Lieutenant of an RN motor launch sunk in the Aegean in late 
1944, found himself thinking some hours after being picked up by 
an enemy destroyer. ‘Was any blame due to us by our actions that 
night?’ Perhaps fortunately, shock was a common reaction immediately 
after the shooting had ceased. ‘I suppose one’s mental processes 
must become a bit numb’, Billie Stephens reflected on being captured 
in the St-Nazaire Raid. Taken prisoner by a German landing party 
from the battleship Tirpitz on Spitzbergen in September 1943, Leading 
Telegraphist E. C. Dabner found the whole experience to be so unex- 
pected that it resembled ‘a dream’. All, however, were still glad to 
be alive.” 

Except where sheer numbers or other circumstances made the task 
virtually impossible, the first indignity faced by newly captured prisoners 
was a search by their captors. As already noted, the discovery of 
weapons, and also items looted from Germans—‘A sudden urge to be 
rid of German luger pistols, watches, cameras and binoculars manifested 
itself’, Peter Winter remembered of the surrender period on Crete**— 
could be potentially life-threatening. Much less dangerous and more 
common was a tendency on the part of those searching prisoners to find 
souvenirs: though there were also many instances in which Germans 
were scrupulously correct about returning personal items. 

The confiscation of military paraphernalia such as a compass or pair of 
binoculars was understandable:*? German soldiers, though, in a fashion 
not dissimilar from most other victorious armies in the field, were often 
also willing to break the rules and engage in a little personal looting. 
Watches, rings, pens, and of course cigarettes were among the articles 
found to be particularly attractive to searchers. William Harding, a 
gunner in the Royal Artillery, remembered that in the aftermath of the 
surrender at Calais those British prisoners who tried to conceal items 
were punched in the face. Officers were by no means immune. ‘Every- 
thing we possessed,’ Billie Stephens wrote of being searched, ‘wallets, 
letters, photos, cigarette cases, money, disappeared ...never to be seen 
or heard of again.’ RAF aircrew clothing was also coveted. “The flying 
jacket will probably go to the troops on the eastern front’, Eric Williams 
was told when his sheepskin jacket was removed after capture. Silk 
scarves were also likely to disappear.*° There were other cases, though, 
especially if an officer was involved, when a more gentlemanly approach 
was taken. Walter Morrison was surprised to find that no money was 
taken from him, and while Jim Rogers was relieved of his penknife, his 
gold watch was left untouched.*” 
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Once firmly in enemy hands, the next major hurdle for prisoners—again 
something missing from the Colditz story—was a personal interrogation, 
either near the battlefront or at a special interview centre. Sometimes the 
process could be quite painless; in other cases it was very tough indeed. 
Much depended on the circumstances of capture, service and rank, and 
above all on whether or not those in custody were thought likely to 
possess valuable tactical or technical information. 

When a big evacuation or surrender took place, essentially bringing 
the battle at hand to an end, questioning might well be cursory or even 
non-existent. ‘Interrogation was very brief,’ Corporal Alan Bell wrote of 
his experience and that of other Yorkshire Light Infantry troops taken on 
27 May 1940, ‘—the German officer seemed to know more about our 
[4th] battalion than we did!’ Jimmy Yule, a signals officer and future 
guest of the Wehrmacht in Colditz, recalled of his own capture in the 
same campaign seventeen days earlier that there had been no attempt to 
question him at all: ‘none whatsoever.’ Riding the tide of victory, the 
Germans could afford to be—and often were—courteous when ques- 
tioning officers; and once the battle was won field interrogation was 
often dispensed with altogether. Even in the days before the fall of 
Calais the surrounding enemy units seemed to be losing interest. Captain 
A. N. L. Munby (Queen Victoria’s Rifles) was only cursorily questioned 
after capture along with his men at German battalion headquarters at 
Coquelles. “This was a very brief affair’, he later wrote. ‘I was brought 
before the commander who asked me how many English troops there 
were in Calais. I replied that I didn’t know and we were hustled out.’ 
After the fall of St-Valéry some days later, even those on the staff of 51st 
Highland Division were apparently not considered worth examining.*® 
The same was evidently true after the fall of Crete the following year, 
Tobruk the year after that, and in the aftermath of the 1944 Arnhem 
disaster, when both junior officers and men were for the most part left 
alone or only cursorily questioned in the days after surrender.*? 

When victory was less certain the Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS took a 
closer interest in those they captured in order to find out as much as 
possible about the units facing them. When circumstances permitted the 
usual technique employed at German battalion and divisional headquar- 
ters involved the interrogating officer displaying such an apparently 
complete knowledge of the British or Commonwealth unit concerned 
that the person being questioned was tricked into thinking that there was 
nothing he knew that the enemy did not know already. Though MI9 
(one of whose tasks was to prevent the enemy from gaining valuable 
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information from prisoners) stressed as much as possible the need to 
only give name, rank, and number, not all captured personnel were 
prepared for interrogation, especially early on in the war. When morale 
was low, and it seemed that there was no point in holding back on 
apparently unimportant matters, a few men apparently did let things 
slip.?° When this technique did not work, moreover, other ruses could 
be used. 

Captured near Venlo, Holland in November 1944, Captain G. W. 
Smith of the East Yorkshire Regiment was taken to the local battalion 
HQ for interrogation. At first the usual technique was applied—albeit 
poorly—starting with the offer of cigarettes. 


Q) ‘Now you are from the Camerons of the 15th Scottish Division?’ 

A) ‘Am I? 

Q) ‘Come now, why not admit it? Everybody admits statements which are so 
obviously correct, so why not save yourself a considerable amount of 
trouble...’ 


Eventually the interrogator noticed that Smith was wearing the wrong 
divisional flash on his shoulder, and called a temporary halt to the 
questioning. When he returned it was bearing a threat: 


An hour later he returned with some unfortunate news. ‘Word has just come 
through that whilst a party of German P’s.O.W. were being escorted to the rear a 
Tommy opened up with a Bren. All were killed with the exception of one who 
was wounded. He... crawled into a ditch and in due course escaped back to our 
lines. In view of this piece of information just received, my Captain is extremely 
annoyed and feels that reprisals are necessary, and so, unless you can prove your 
identity you will be treated as a spy and shot!’ 


Luckily this was, as Smith guessed, merely a ruse.”! 

A more subtle technique was applied when prisoners were being held 
in transit camps or hospital, playing on the common desire of prisoners 
to let their families know they were alive. Wounded in the battle for 
Crete, Second Lieutenant W. B. Thomas, a New Zealander, was visited 
shortly after the German takeover of the dressing station in which he was 
recovering: 


A rather fine-looking boy knelt over my stretcher and addressed me in quite 
flawless English. 

“Your name and rank, please.’ 

“Thomas, Second Lieutenant.’ 

“Your regiment and division,’ very smoothly. 

‘I am not required to give you that information.’ 

The German smiled... 
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“You are not forced to give this information—agreed,’ he replied, but should 
you do so I can arrange through the Red Cross to have your people advised of 
your safety’. 


Thomas did not rise to the bait.” 

A similar method had been used on Jim Rogers and other BEF officers 
after their arrival at Mainz transit camp in 1940. A suspiciously unctuous 
German officer, claiming to represent the Red Cross, presented them 
with forms supposedly designed to allow relatives to be informed that 
they were safe: 


When we looked at the forms, they asked all sorts of questions about the 
place and date of capture, unit, task at time of capture etc. We had long 
before been told that we were required to give only our name, rank and number, 
and we told this to the German. He laughed merrily, which put us off even 
more, and said that was correct and was observed in the German army too, 
but this form would be seen only by the Red Cross. Our German speakers 
pointed out that none of us was born yesterday. The German stopped smiling 
and said that, if that was our attitude, he would not give any information 
to the Red Cross, and our families would be ignorant of our fate. And so 
it was.” 


Through much of the war, especially in the case of captured army 
officers, field interrogations were mostly conducted in a civilized 
manner.” There were instances, however, when both Waffen-SS and 
Wehrmacht units did not have the information, time, or inclination to 
conduct an ongoing battle of wits. In some cases this made interrogation 
more superficial;”° in other cases it made it a much more uncomfortable, 
sometimes even deadly, experience for those concerned. 

Private Horace Taylor of the Dorsetshire Regiment, taken prisoner 
along with some comrades in Normandy in July 1944, reported that at 
enemy battalion headquarters ‘we were hit across the face by the 
German N.C.O. and officer who was asking us questions about where 
our troops were and when we said all we had to give was our name, rank 
and number we was [sic] hit again...’ Things could sometimes get even 
nastier. A signals officer and a tank officer, taken during the retreat to 
Tobruk in 1941, found themselves being interrogated by a German 
Feldwebel armed with a Luger who demanded to know the location of 
their units. The signals officer gave only his name, rank, and number. 
The Feldwebel, jamming the Luger in his stomach, threatened to shoot 
the signals officer if he did not answer correctly. On a count of three he 
shot the officer dead. In June 1944 Gerhard Bremer, a battalion com- 
mander in the 12th SS Panzer Division in Normandy, was with other SS 
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men responsible for the murder of several groups of Canadian prisoners 
who apparently refused to give the required information. This sort of 
thing was rare, but unfortunately not unique. For a soldier to do his duty 
in giving only his name, rank, and number, in short, though usually safe, 
was on occasion to court danger or even death.”° 

In land warfare the greatest need was for timely information on 
opposing enemy units, which was why interrogations tended to be 
conducted in the field. When sheer numbers were not overwhelming, 
small numbers of army prisoners thought to possess less time-specific 
information might find themselves sent to a special interrogation unit 
based at Stalag IIIA (Luckenwalde) in the later war years. A mixture of 
solitary confinement, verbal tricks, and sometimes threats occasionally 
yielded results for the Abwehr staff in the latter war years, though not 
always of a particularly useful sort. With the primary focus on field 
interrogation, the operation at Luckenwalde was very limited in scale 
in comparison to similar efforts undertaken by the other services, espe- 
cially the Luftwaffe.>” 

On occasion, when the situation seemed to demand it, the German 
navy and air force, like the army, questioned captured personnel close to 
where they had been taken.” To a much greater extent than was true 
among the ground forces, however, both the Kriegsmarine and the 
Luftwaffe centralized their efforts in special prisoner interrogation 
centres in the Reich itself. There questioning could be more easily 
prolonged or adjusted to individual circumstances. 

The German navy’s main interrogation centre for much of the 
war, Dulag Marine Nord, was situated in the big naval base at 
Wilhelmshaven, where prisoners were usually placed in solitary confine- 
ment between interviews for periods of a month or more (the navy, 
unlike the air force, not having to worry about an overload of incoming 
prisoners). The experience of members of the crew of HM submarine 
Seal, captured in May 1940, revealed many of the same techniques 
employed by the other services being used by the navy. “They would 
ask all sorts of innocent questions about my childhood, and home life, 
purely to gain my confidence and get me talking’, Engine Room Artificer 
Jack Murray recalled, ‘and slip in a question about where Seal had been, 
how many submarines we had lost, etc. To this type of question I gave no 
answer. At one stage one of them said, “Come now, if you will just 
answer these few simple questions we shall broadcast over the radio to 
England that you are safe. Your wife must be worrying about you.”’’ 
Variations were played on other members of the crew. 
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At the start the conversation was very general [remembered R. G. Avis]. Then it 
became more detailed. Obviously they wanted information about our Asdic 
[sonar]. I was adamant that I knew nothing about this since I was a Leading 
Telegraphist and I stuck to this story for three increasingly lengthy sessions. At 
the final interrogation I was again asked if I knew anything about Asdic and, 
after repeatedly replying that I did not I was astonished to see the German naval 
captain slowly open his desk drawer and take out Seal’s watch-bill. He looked 
sadly at me and said sternly, ‘I am disappointed in you, a British naval rating, 
you do not speak the truth.’ 


‘I was interrogated by a German naval captain and a lieutenant 
[recorded John Waddington], questions and replies being recorded by 
a shorthand-typist. “How long had I been in submarines? When and 
where did I join Seal? How many mines did we carry and where had we 
laid them? What port did we sail from and when?” °’ To most of these 
questions the Germans knew the answers already.” 

Another technique employed as the war progressed was for a ‘civilian’ 
to present the prisoner with a bogus Red Cross form. Lieutenant David 
James, captured in early 1943, later wrote about being presented with 
this document. ‘Not only did the form require my name, rank, and the 
address of my next-of-kin ...it also had spaces for the name of my base, 
the name of the captain, the number of operational flotillas there, and a 
hundred and one other naval details quite outside the scope of a charit- 
able organisation.’©° 

For the most part the interrogating officers did not push matters if a 
prisoner refused to go beyond name, rank, and number after repeated 
questioning and conversational gambits had failed. “Chey were very rea- 
sonable’, Commander Moran recalled when questioned about his three 
weeks at Dulag Marine many years later.°’ On some occasions, however, a 
serious degree of physical or psychological pressure might be applied. 

Lieutenant T. N. Catlow, taken prisoner in February 1942 (and 
eventually a guest of the Reich at Colditz), refused to be drawn into a 
discussion of the merits of British sonar. As a result, like a number of 
other POWs on other occasions, he was shouted at and then placed 
for a very long stretch in solitary confinement in an unheated room 
on short rations. Francis Guest, a Royal Marine commando captured 
in the Dieppe Raid, was dismayed to discover that his interrogator at 
Wilhelmshaven knew of his background, and was completely unnerved 
when threatened with being treated as a spy and shot. ‘It has occurred to 
us’, he was told, ‘that perhaps you were landed during the operation for 
some other purpose—espionage, shall we say?’ Recalcitrant sailors were 
also occasionally struck for insolence.°” 
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The most fully developed enemy intelligence-gathering effort among 
recently captured POWs was that of the Luftwaffe. From humble begin- 
nings, Dulag Luft, located at Oberusel outside Frankfurt-am-Main for 
most of the war, developed into a sophisticated sifting centre staffed by 
hundreds of Luftwaffe personnel and dozens of trained English-speaking 
interrogators able to process hundreds of Allied airmen each month. To 
take maximum advantage of the initial disorientation many downed 
airmen felt, the German air force also developed forward interrogation 
teams to process British and Commonwealth bomber crews shot down 
over occupied Europe before transfer to Oberusel.°? 

The basic methods employed at Dulag Luft and preliminary interro- 
gations were variations on a few basic approaches. When possible cap- 
tured airmen would be placed in individual cells for a week or more on 
limited rations without access to tobacco, allowed out only under guard 
to answer calls of nature, and prevented from communicating with 
each other. Prisoners would then usually be exposed to a sympathetic 
English-speaking figure claiming to represent the Red Cross, often 
bearing cigarettes as well as a long form supposedly designed to make 
it easier to contact relatives with news of survival (but asking for aircraft, 
mission, and squadron details as well as name, rank, and number). 
Alternatively, or in addition, airmen would be taken to an interview 
room for formal questioning. Here the main weapon of the interrogator 
would be a thorough grasp of the prisoner’s background, carefully culled 
from intelligence files on particular squadrons and so apparently flawless 
that the man concerned would think there was nothing he could let slip 
that the Luftwaffe did not already know. A further ruse involved using 
bogus or blackmailed RAF types to try and gain information when a 
man’s guard might be down. 

News of the fake Red Cross form and other approaches soon got back 
to England and was quickly passed on to aircrew as something to watch 
out for. On occasion, moreover, the tables could be turned through 
deliberately passing on false information to the enemy. It was through 
the efforts of an RAF officer that the Germans were led to believe that 
Allied success in sinking U-boats in 1943 was due to a box that allowed 
aircraft to home in on a radar warning device aboard German submar- 
ines.°* Nevertheless, prolonged isolation and hunger—the abrupt switch 
from British aircrew to German POW rations—coupled with skilled 
questioning could sometimes yield results.” 

Sergeant James ‘Dixie’ Deans, who would later prove to be an out- 
standing leader of men, admitted that when his interrogators at Dulag 


CAPTURE AND INTERROGATION | 55 


Luft read to him the details of the night bombing mission on which he 
had been shot down in 1940, he thought there was ‘no point’ in denying 
what they evidently knew to be true. This was also the conclusion 
reached by Flight Lieutenant Walter Morrison—who eventually ended 
up at Colditz—after several weeks of verbal sparring about the names of 
his Wellington crew in the summer of 1942.°° Geoff Taylor, an Austra- 
lian sergeant pilot whose Lancaster was downed over Germany in late 
1943, was unnerved by the apparently complete knowledge of his inter- 
rogating officer about his squadron. “The German was not only telling 
me things I knew; he was also telling me things I only half-knew and 
things that I had never had time to know for sure.’ Nevertheless he 
continued to play dumb until the Leutnant seemingly lost his temper 
and shouted ‘Will you or won’t you tell me what part of the Dutch coast 
you crossed on your way in?’, at which point Taylor rose to the bait and 
shouted ‘No I won’t!’—realizing too late that he had been tricked into 
giving something away.°’ An unthreatening approach could also induce 
prisoners to give something away on occasion. Robert Kee, a Hampden 
pilot shot down in 1941, at first refused to have anything to do with the 
bogus Red Cross form. Seeing how depressed this made his harmless- 
looking interlocutor, he began to waver over the more innocuous parts. 
‘Eventually he persuaded me to give him the name and address of my 
parents’, Kee related. ‘It was like giving a button to a blind beggar... °° 
Unfortunately this was, at least potentially, the kind of information that 
could be used in interrogation sessions to impress others with the extent 
of personal knowledge the Luftwaffe already possessed: which in turn 
could lead to further, superficially irrelevant revelations on the part of 
prisoners.°? 

A sympathetic manner and conversational virtuosity did not always 
work, of course, and a more coercive approach might be taken. Aircrew 
whose identity was in question due to loss or confiscation of identity tags 
might be threatened with being treated as spies (i.e. shot) if they did not 
play along. The man questioning Pilot Officer James Brandford of 149 
Squadron, brought down in August 1943, for instance, ‘pointed out that 
they had had a lot of trouble with spies being dropped in Germany... it 
was made very clear that I had still to prove my identity’. Men might be 
threatened with the spectre of being handed over to the Gestapo, and 
interrogators could in some cases also become violent. Richard Pape, an 
NCO navigator shot down in 1941, recalled how his questioner turned 
nasty after he refused to co-operate. “Twice he spat at me, and vented his 
anger by slinging his ink bottle at my face.’’° 
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Other forms of pressure might be applied. Prisoners could be denied 
access to the toilets for hours on end, wounds that were not life- 
threatening might not be attended to while questioning continued, and 
the heat in cells could be turned up or down in order to increase discom- 
fort and wear down a man’s resistance. ‘It got hotter, and extremely 
difficult to breathe,’ Squadron Leader James Cairns, a Wellington pilot, 
remembered of his time in cells at Dulag in April 1943; ‘the metal-work on 
the bed got to such a temperature that it was difficult to touch.’ Flight 
Lieutenant Jim Lang, a Mosquito pilot who had passed through Oberusel 
in October of the previous year, was rendered ‘almost unconscious’ as a 
result of the heat treatment. Flight Sergeant Johnny Egan, a Lancaster 
navigator being pushed to reveal the secrets of the latest version of the 
‘Gee’ navigation device in 1943, found himself in a state of semi-delirium 
after ten days continuous exposure: ‘I was in a small cell with frequent 
visits from an interrogator, where the temperature was at times utterly 
freezing.’ Sergeant Percy Wilson, shot down on a reconnaissance sortie, 
wrote of his time at Dulag Luft: ‘I would complain and the heat would be 
turned on so severely that I could hardly breathe. I was advised that I had 
only myself to blame for the discomfort of the ‘‘unpredictable” heating 
system, and that should I complete the “Red Cross” (bogus) form and 
answer some simple questions, I would be moved. However, should I 
continue to be un-cooperative, my stay in the cells could be very lengthy 
and uncomfortable.’ Severely injured on landing by parachute near 
Stuttgart in October 1944, Flying Officer Maurice Collins, after being 
given the hot-cold treatment and refusing to fill in the Red Cross form, 
was told outright that ‘I would not get medical treatment until I talked’. 
Dozens of British and Commonwealth aircrew reported similar encoun- 
ters, and in some cases the combination of psychological and physical 
pressure led to the desired results.”! 

Despite this sort of thing the Luftwaffe generally behaved within 
humanitarian bounds during interrogation. Most aircrew passing 
through Dulag Luft, it is important to note, emerged unscathed. 


Having negotiated the awkward transition from fighting man to prisoner 
of war and being questioned, captured men faced further potential 
challenges. Surrendering and undergoing interrogation were only the 
first steps in becoming a ‘Kriegie’ (from the German word for POW, 
Kriegsgefangene). Now prisoners had to contend with being moved to 
permanent camps, as well as the process of being transformed into 
officially recognized POWs of the Third Reich. 
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2 — Transit and Processing 


The evacuation of prisoners on foot shall in normal circumstances 
be effected by stages of not more than 20 kilometres per day... 


(from Article 7, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Belligerents are required to notify each other of all captures of 
prisoners as soon as possible... 


(from Article 7, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


The journey from the point of capture to permanent camps within the 
Greater Reich is another aspect of the POW experience that has not 
played much of a role in the Colditz story. The reasons for this are 
probably similar to those surrounding the absence of much information 
about the circumstances of capture. Being herded into captivity lacked 
glamour, and for many army officers the transit experience was both 
depressing and sordid. It was also a phase of captivity in which escaping 
tended to play an ancillary role at best. Talk of transportation to stalags 
and oflags, in short, did not fit the Colditz profile. Yet to pass over this 
part of the Kriegie experience is to overlook a period that ranked for many 
prisoners as one of the most testing of their entire time in enemy hands. 


It was in the interests of the Luftwaffe to move captured RAF aircrew to 
the interrogation centre at Oberusel as quickly as possible. This, along 
with the fact that more and more airmen were shot down over the Reich 
itself from 1942 onward, meant that the transportation of prisoners to 
Dulag Luft was usually accomplished with great swiftness and very little 
discomfort. Often sent under guard, usually in small groups or even 
individually on civilian passenger trains, British and Allied flyers reached 
Frankfurt-am-Main in a few hours or a day or two at most. Things were 
often worse on the journey from Dulag Luft to one of the permanent 
camps. Speed was no longer a priority, and it became economical to 
transport aircrew (especially of the non-commissioned variety) by 
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special cattle-truck trains that could take up to several days to reach their 
final destinations. Transit conditions for captured naval personnel, 
meanwhile, varied on board ship from tolerable to bad, and on land 
from humane to atrocious. Generally speaking, the smaller the number 
of prisoners involved and the higher their rank the better the treatment 
en route became. Sailors and airmen, however, made up only roughly 8 
per cent of a British prisoner population dominated by soldiers. For 
army POWs—along with those from other services serving on land—the 
transit experience was usually much worse.’ 

A number of factors were at work in making the journey into Germany 
for army prisoners both lengthy and arduous. Some were the result of 
factors beyond Wehrmacht control. Others can only be explained as 
arising from de facto policy choices. 

Most modern armies, even when they adhere to the conventions, have 
not generally placed a very high priority on the upkeep of prisoners. The 
tendency is to plan for and place the logistical needs of one’s own 
troops—food, shelter, transport, and so forth—ahead of those of the 
captured enemy, not least if fighting is still going on. Germany, more- 
over, at various points had to cope with very large numbers of prisoners 
in the wake of overwhelming victory. British prisoners, what was more, 
tended to be captured in the first half of the war many hundreds of miles 
from the Third Reich, which was where, for security and economic 
reasons, the POW branch of the German High Command chose to 
establish its permanent camps. Over the intervening distance, moreover, 
marking the Wehrmacht line of advance, much of the communications 
infrastructure had been heavily damaged in the preceding weeks. Meas- 
ures taken to impede the German advance, such as blowing bridges and 
tunnels, along with damage sustained in actual fighting, had the effect of 
complicating efforts to transport POWs back to Germany even after a 
particular campaign had ended. 

Making a bad situation worse was the fact that the low-quality troops 
assigned to guard prisoners in transit, less self-assured than their front- 
line counterparts and often lacking any sense of Frontkameradenschaft, 
were more likely to bully and beat their charges. The fact that POWs 
were often not registered as such with the International Red Cross until 
they reached Germany—knowledge of their survival therefore being 
unknown to the outside world—added to the sense among some guards 
that prisoners who in some way misbehaved could be disposed of with- 
out consequence. All of this meant that more often than not British and 
Commonwealth POWs faced a via dolorosa.” 
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Soldiers taken during in the brief but disastrous Norway expedition in 
the spring of 1940 eventually achieved the dubious distinction of spend- 
ing more time in enemy hands than any other group of British prisoners, 
excepting the handful of aircrew and sailors taken during the ‘phoney 
war’. Due to the small size of the expeditionary force and the brevity of 
the fighting, however, the number of men who ended up being shipped 
to Germany was small (about a hundred or so). This, along with 
their propaganda value as the first men in khaki to be captured by the 
Wehrmacht, made at least parts of the journey to the Third Reich 
tolerable. Corporal Alan Bell of the Queen’s Own Yorkshire Light Infan- 
try remembered being escorted back on a first-class Norwegian railway 
carriage. Sanitary conditions deteriorated for the other ranks in a ship’s 
hold over several days moving down the Norwegian coast and across the 
Baltic Sea, and once in Germany they were transported by cattle truck. 
This was far from pleasant but—with only forty men per wagon, and 
some food and rudimentary sanitation facilities provided—was still 
better than what was to come for those taken in France. Captured 
officers, meanwhile, had little to complain about at any stage of the 
journey from Norway. Jimmy Yule thought that ‘the Germans treated 
us splendidly’, recalling among other things that he and his fellows were 
moved in first-class carriages for at least part of the time in the Reich 
itself. Lieutenant W. K. Lang (Sherwood Foresters) was treated with 
great consideration, and flown with a number of other officers and other 
ranks from Oslo to Berlin via Copenhagen. There, on 27 April 1940, he 
was disconcerted to find himself part of an exhibit of British troops and 
equipment put on for the Führer in the Reich Chancellery garden.’ 

The common experience was rather less comfortable in Belgium and 
France shortly thereafter. Burdened with tens of thousands of Allied 
POWs in the wake of the victorious German sweep westward in the 
spring of 1940 for whom they were unprepared, the military authorities 
took a much more cold-blooded approach to dealing with the transfer of 
prisoners to the Reich. 

The disruption of the French and Belgian transportation network 
meant that the unexpectedly large number of POWs taken—over 
40,000 of them British—would have to be moved mostly on foot, rather 
circuitously along secondary roads in vast columns, generally as far as 
the River Rhine. In order to further minimize their effect on Wehrmacht 
logistics, these columns would be fed and sheltered at a very minimal 
level and driven hard. A combination of fatigue and hunger would make 
it easier for the relatively small number of troops assigned to guard the 
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columns (rear-area types, often mounted on bicycles or motorcycle 
combinations) to maintain control. In order to subvert any attempt 
at a united front, officers would be separated from their men and 
nationalities played off against one another—which, in the case of the 
British, meant being placed at the rear of dust-choked columns and 
being last in line for everything. The escorts, as was made clear to the 
POWs, had instructions to use their weapons in earnest if thought 
necessary. Conducted amid great summer heat, “The March’, as it 
became known, was not something that the British prisoners involved 
would easily forget.* 

The distance covered in each day’s journey on foot could sometimes 
be as much as thirty miles and was rarely less than thirteen, undertaken 
beneath what was usually a blazing summer sun. ‘Gradually men began 
to throw away their belongings,’ remembered Private Robert Gale 
(Kensington Regiment) of the march away from St-Valéry, ‘and even 
those of us in need [e.g. lacking mess tins or items of clothing] had not 
the strength to pick them up.’ Day after day of this punishing pace left 
men exhausted. ‘All our feet were in a terrible condition,’ Gunner 
Gordon Instone remembered, ‘and many of us could hardly stand.” 

At night men slept on the floor of whatever large roofed structures 
were close at hand, such as churches and schools, and more often than 
not lay in open fields under the stars. The hastily established transit 
cages through which POWs passed at Doullens, Cambrai, Tournai, 
Desvres, and other places in France and Belgium were often little better 
and sometimes even worse in terms of inadequate sanitary conditions. 
Too many men were crammed into a limited space at one time. “The 
whole place smelled abominably of excreta,’ Corporal James Allan re- 
membered of the Durchlager at Tournai. A ‘stinking, overcrowded, rat- 
infested sewer of a place’, was how one unhappy inmate described the 
Cambrai cage. ‘Nothing had ever been more squalid,’ recorded another 
prisoner; ‘There was no sanitation of any kind.’° 

Whatever opportunity there was to rest, furthermore, might be inter- 
rupted by the use of POWs as casual labour. Making prisoners immedi- 
ately after capture carry wounded men rearward, or dig graves and fill in 
shell craters once the fighting had stopped, was one thing. Forcing half- 
starved and exhausted men to load and unload heavy material from 
lorries or railway trucks was quite another; yet this too happened on 
occasion. At Cambrai, Gunner C. G. King remembered, he and others 
were detailed to move artillery shells. This was not only a violation of the 
Geneva Convention, which forbade the use of POWs on war-related 
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jobs, but was also exhausting. ‘By the end of the day’, King recalled, ‘I 
was... trembling from head to foot.” 

On the road or while in transit camps there was little or no opportunity 
to wash properly, which in turn facilitated the spread of parasites such as 
fleas and lice. ‘I could see the blood, my blood,’ recounted Stuart 
Brown, a private in the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, of his discovery 
that he was lousy, ‘through the dirty grey transparency of the bloated 
bodies of lice now seeking refuge in the seams of [my] shirt.’® Thirst and 
hunger made men drink from puddles and eat uncooked meat, the 
consequent spread of diarrhoea adding to the miseries of a march that 
usually extended into weeks and covered hundreds of miles. 

Most critical of all was the food situation. German rations, usually in 
the form of very small quantities of watery soup, a few beans, or old 
pieces of bread, were rarely issued until the evening halt, and there were 
nights when nothing at all was provided. Breakfast—a rare event— 
usually consisted of acorn coffee, perhaps accompanied by a small 
biscuit. ‘We were terribly hungry’, as one officer recalled feelingly. 
After two days without food, ‘men started to have blackouts and had 
to be supported by their comrades’, remembered Private Kenneth 
Dyson of the East Yorkshire Regiment. Prisoners were quickly reduced 
to ducking the column in order to ransack abandoned shops or forage by 
the wayside for anything remotely edible. ‘I was eating leaves from the 
roadside’, one private bluntly admitted.” 

Sometimes local Red Cross organizations were able to provide help. 
When columns passed through villages and towns, furthermore, the 
local population might turn out along the route offering water, milk, or 
food to parched and hungry prisoners. On occasion this was tolerated, 
but in many instances the escorting soldiers thwarted British attempts to 
take advantage of any largesse. The guards ‘would have none of it,’ 
Private Douglas Swift of the Royal Sussex Regiment remembered if 
one such incident in France, ‘kicking the buckets over and shouting at 
the women, whilst at the same time threatening us with dire conse- 
quences if we made any move towards the buckets’. Those who ignored 
the risks faced a violent response. ‘I personally was once stabbed with a 
bayonet’, recalled Private Walter Darbyshire of the Duke of Wellington’s 
Regiment, whilst being seen accepting food from a French girl. Peasants 
‘who tried to hand us bread or other food while we were on the move 
were nearly always clubbed with rifle-butts and driven away with parting 
kicks and curses’, wrote Captain Terence Prittie. ‘A nervous sentry was 
even liable to shoot at them and shoot to kill.’!° 
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At the start of the march prisoners were warned that attempts 
to escape would end bloodily, and shots were indeed fired at the com- 
paratively few men—most were simply too exhausted to try—who were 
seen making a break. Those who fell out from a moving column for any 
other reason, however, also ran a considerable risk of being injured or 
even killed.” 

Ducking out in order to scrounge from hedgerows, gardens, or build- 
ings was dangerous. ‘I saw the cycle guards on many occasions hit British 
soldiers... when they tried to break from the ranks to get water’, Lance- 
Corporal A. M. Garden of the Royal Corps of Signals reported in 
London after a successful escape. He also recorded that he himself had 
been beaten with a rifle butt for doing this, and that on other occasions 
shots had been fired at men’s legs. Sometimes warning shots were fired in 
the air; at other times the guards could let fly in earnest from the start.’ 

Passing out from hunger and exhaustion was also potentially danger- 
ous. In some cases men who fainted or who otherwise could not go on 
were picked up by an escorting truck.’* In other instances there was a 
more brutal response to anyone falling by the wayside. Rifleman A. 
Hosington, a sixteen-year regular who eventually escaped back to 
England, reported that German field police ‘would, as often as not, 
shoot [those who fainted] as they lay on the ground’. On one occasion 
a prisoner witnessed men who collapsed being run over by a vehicle, 
while others saw individuals who stopped to drop their trousers or even 
tie their laces being struck and killed.!* 

Even moving too slowly could invite retaliation. ‘A rifle butt in 
the kidneys was a favourite encouragement to get a move on,’ John 
Lawrence of the Royal Sussex Regiment remembered. ‘I got threatened 
with a rifle butt,’ a West Kent private related, ‘but was sufficiently quick 
to dodge it.’ Others were jabbed at with bayonets or had shots fired 
either over their heads or in their general direction.'? 

In some instances the violent behaviour of the guards might be driven 
by utilitarian considerations. Having to cope with very large numbers of 
men and very limited resources, those tasked with guarding POW 
columns were anxious to assert their authority and prevent escapes 
and the disintegration of order more generally. That this could happen 
was borne out by the manner in which prisoners, driven to desperation 
by hunger and thirst, could mob civilians offering food and drink and 
fight each other for whatever was on offer.'° 

In some cases, however, delight in the infliction of harm on the 
helpless was clearly present. Gunner Albert Paice recalled that when 
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women came out in various villages with buckets of water for the pris- 
oners, ‘the Germans took the buckets away from the women, and threw 
the water over them’. At St-Pol, where women were being prevented 
from aiding a column of BEF prisoners, Quartermaster-Sergeant John 
Brown, Royal Artillery, heard a German officer say: ‘Let the English 
swine go without—they can die of thirst and hunger for all I carel!” 
Such malice could breed atrocities. ‘I saw one of the Germans fire a 
revolver at point blank range at the Padre’s leg for no reason that I could 
see’, a private in the Royal Scots Fusiliers reported shortly after his 
escape. ‘I saw him fall down and the Germans did nothing to help 
him.’ Lance-Corporal George Dunning also witnessed an action that 
could not possibly be justified: 


I remember... the fair-haired militia boy whose bowels were giving him hell. 
After being repeatedly refused permission to seek relief behind a hedge, he 
suddenly broke ranks and, unbuttoning en route, made for the fringe of a 
small wood. It was glaringly obvious what he wanted, but nevertheless several 
guards took pot-shots at him as he crouched beneath a tree. There was an 
agonising scream followed by a bloodcurdling crescendo of yelps like those of 
a kicked puppy. We discovered later that a bullet had passed right through his 
eyes, through the bridge of his nose, and had blinded him. 


‘One incident sickened me’, BQMS Brown recalled. ‘A young boy ahead 
of me bent down to lace his boot. Instantly a German was on him, and 
thrust the bayonet up his arse and out his side. He was stretched out on 
the road as we went by: the agony on his face haunts me still.’’® 

Harsh conditions on the march naturally affected the spirits of POWs. 
Sometimes morale held up. Much of the time it did not. Being among 
men from the same unit could help maintain a sense of group identity 
and mutual interest, especially if—as happened only rarely—officers and 
other ranks who had already established a sense of mutual respect were 
not separated from one another.'” Bad behaviour on the part of guards 
could on occasion backfire in terms of cohesion. ‘We were now becom- 
ing very much a group’, Jim Rogers, a future guest at Colditz, wrote of 
the officers in his column by the time they reached Cambrai. ‘[O]ur 
treatment by the Germans was uniting us in a spirit of strong opposi- 
tion... No one’s spirits seemed to be in the least daunted.’ Wing Com- 
mander Basil Embry, shot down over France in late May and passed on 
to a POW column departing from Desvres, was struck by how, in 
‘marked comparison with the other nationals, the morale of the British 
troops was magnificent’. The ability to sing or make a joke—however 
grim—suggested that prisoners’ spirits remained unbroken. David Read, 
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a reserve chaplain captured at St-Valéry, wrote of how when marching 
through French towns ‘we British prisoners always straightened up, 
marched in step, and sang as lustily as we could’. Gunner William 
Harding remembered how a German officer, stopping to view the 
passing column, noticed the medal ribbons on an elderly member of 
the Pioneer Corps. ‘Englishman, you were in the 1914 war’, the officer 
remarked; to which the man replied, ‘Aye, and Pll fight you in the 
next.’ 

Days and then weeks of thirst and hunger, however, took their toll on 
morale. This could be true for those with commissions as well as those 
without, as in many respects officers suffered as much as their men. ‘We 
walked in almost complete silence’, Terence Prittie wrote of his ‘night- 
mare’ journey through Artois and Picardy. By the time Second Lieuten- 
ant H. C. F. Harwood reached St-Vith he was so weakened by semi- 
starvation and fatigue that ‘I could hardly walk and felt ridiculously 
giddy the moment I stood up’.”’ Most officers, however, were ferried 
at least part of the way across France and the Low Countries by vehicle 
rather than going exclusively on foot, and were less frequently shot at. As 
a result, and perhaps because of a stronger sense of duty, BEF officers 
were less likely to experience a collapse of corporate identity and discip- 
line than were other ranks. It was in the other-rank columns that 
POWs began to witness the rapid evolution of a ‘survival of the fittest’ 
mentality.77 

This was particularly true in relation to the all-consuming question of 
food. “There was no thought of “fair shares” ’, Corporal James Allan 
later explained. ‘Every man grabbed what he could, and if the next man 
got none, that was too bad.’ The authority of British NCOs was either 
not recognized at all—everyone had been reduced to the same status 
insofar as they were all captives at the mercy of the enemy—or was used, 
some suspected, to further personal interests. ‘Every man was on his 
own’, as one private put it. This could mean every fellow for himself, 
both when something to eat was in the offing and when opportunities 
arose to engage in theft.? 

Stealing became endemic in some columns. Portable food items were 
targeted, as were pieces of kit and clothing that were in short supply and 
possibly could be bartered for something to eat. Men found that they 
were particularly vulnerable while asleep. Private Keith Maxwell of the 
Royal Army Service Corps made the mistake of dropping off to sleep 
after washing his underclothes and socks in a stream at the end of a day’s 
march and leaving them to dry. When he woke up they were gone. Some 


72 | TRANSIT AND PROCESSING 


men never took off their boots over the course of the march for fear of 
losing them. ‘You could leave nothing about,’ Len Williamson (another 
RASC man) recalled, ‘everything had to be carried on your person, even 
when you slept.” Sometimes even this was not enough, as men dis- 
covered when packs, boots, and other items they had used as makeshift 
pillows were gone the next morning. If a man woke up in time a fight 
would almost certainly ensue; if he lost he became, as one NCO aptly 
stated, yet another victim of ‘robbery with violence’.** 

Even when officers were still close enough to try and maintain order, 
discipline could break down. Lieutenant-Colonel Euan Miller, CO of 
the 2nd Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps, found this to be the case a 
couple of weeks into the march from Calais. ‘I tried to organise fair 
distribution of food & water,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘but they [the other 
ranks] fought like beasts, stole and cheated.’ As with the NCOs, there 
was open suspicion that officers were profiting at the expense of the men 
in the ranks. ‘As we gave it nearly all to the men & paid for most of it 
ourselves this was bit hard’, Miller fumed. ‘I had great difficulty in 
stopping myself knocking one or two of them down.’”° 

Trust was definitely at a premium. ‘I, certainly,’ Ed Annetts later 
explained, ‘had firmly decided in future I should only look after number 
one...at that stage [many days into the march] I was becoming little 
short of paranoid about any demonstration of friendship, for fear there 
was some furtive design on something I possessed. Even among 
officers brotherly feeling might only extend to one’s immediate circle 
in the face of deprivation. Second Lieutenant Michael Duncan of 
the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry wrote of how at 
Doullens ‘we would have given our souls for a bit of chocolate or a 
spoonful of jam’. A small tin of sugar he eventually acquired at Cambrai 
‘became my most closely guarded treasure, its contents being issued to a 
very limited circle of friends in a minute spoonful’.?’ 

Such circles, as it happened, soon proved to be the best way for other 
ranks to avoid going under in the more Darwinian columns. Syndicates, 
even if involving only two men, could engage in the necessary foraging, 
bargaining, and protection of possessions more effectively than most 
single men. The appearance of these de facto gangs, however, might 
only intensify competition. Private Adrian Vincent (Queen Victoria’s 
Rifles) recalled what happened in his column: 

With the setting up of the combines, each of them with a self-elected leader, the 


foraging for food became a deadly business, leading to continual fights in which 
the weakest went to the wall, and therefore starved for most of the march. 


TRANSIT AND PROCESSING | 73 


Everybody was against everybody, with fights going on all the time. At night, one 
hardly dared sleep because of the night prowlers who crawled around the field, 
trying to steal your gas-mask container in the hope that it might contain a few 
scraps of bread.”® 


Those men intent on looking after number one had even less compunc- 
tion when it came to relations with the masses of Allied prisoners with 
whom soldiers of the BEF came in contact while in transit. Widely 
disliked due to a mixture of chauvinism and envy at the preferential 
treatment they were often given by the Germans, fellow Belgian, Dutch, 
and French POWs—the latter by far the largest contingent—were often 
considered fair game among other ranks. ‘We have nothing to be 
ashamed of,’ one man insisted after he and a mate stole a Frenchman’s 
cigarette hoard one night, ‘they were NAAFI issue and we are more 
entitled to them than some stinking Froggie.’ Fights over resources, not 
very surprisingly, were common.” 

Meanwhile, insofar as they were concerned about anything beyond 
their immediate survival, prisoners wondered what the course of the war 
might mean for their future. With no hard news available, ruamours— 
usually of a hopeful though improbable nature—ran wild among both 
officers and men. ‘Endless rumours of peace pacts’, Signalman N. R. 
Wylie noted in a diary he kept while at Doullens in June 1940. Padre 
Read remembered word spreading in his officer column, first that 
Turkey had entered the war, then that America had done so, and finally 
that ‘the French were building a new army in Algeria’. Tales of sudden 
enemy reversals, even a likely rescue by advancing British troops, gained 
wide currency.*° 

Unpleasant as the trek across France and the Low Countries often 
was, among the worst moments for many BEF prisoners came when 
they reached a location in the north-east from which they could be 
transported into the Reich. Movement either by river or rail, it quickly 
became apparent, could be unpleasant in the extreme. 

Many prisoners, especially those from St-Valéry, were eventually 
loaded onto empty 100-foot coal barges in Holland for a journey of 
several days down the Scheldt and Rhine tributaries into north-western 
Germany. Sometimes this could be bearable. More often than not, 
however, the bread rations provided were mouldy and insufficient, the 
holds were filthy and massively overcrowded—a cargo of 1,500 men was 
not unheard of—and both dysentery and lice were by this point rife. ‘It 
was awful’, as Dr B. N. Mazumdar, a future Colditz inmate, put it 
feelingly in an interview.” 
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A more universal experience involved days on end in closed railway 
wagons under atrocious conditions. With signs indicating accommoda- 
tion for eight horses or twenty-four men, these trucks were filled to 
double or more their official capacity when POWs were involved. 
Food, water, and sanitation facilities were inadequate or non-existent. 
‘During the first stage of our journey we were kept in these trucks for five 
days without food, water, or latrine facilities’, Private Charles Baker 
(Queen Victoria’s Rifles) wrote of his standing-room-only move west- 
ward from Cambrai. ‘We would urinate into our boots and excrete into 
pieces of linen torn from our battle-dress, and throw the substance out 
the slit windows.’ Dysentery and heat only made matters worse. ‘Several 
men fainted,’ another QVR soldier recalled, ‘but there was no room for 
them to fall down.’ By the time this train reached its destination, Trier, 
two men had died in his wagon alone.*” 

Officers, meanwhile, though usually better off than the men, were 
having their own troubles. Lieutenant Harwood recalled the ‘oppressive 
heat inside the lorry, the fumes coming up through the floor boards, the 
complete inability to get into a comfortable position’, and how on the 
last leg to Mainz he was stuffed into a wagon with forty-nine other 
officers. Of the last stage of the journey through Luxembourg, Major 
E. Booth, Royal Engineers, recalled how his group was on the road for 
twenty-one hours, ‘spent in the lorries in increasing discomfort, without 
food except for the biscuits we had brought with us in our pockets, and 
with one halt of five minutes... it was very uncomfortable and stuffy’.*? 

Once inside the borders of the Reich itself, prisoners were usually held 
for a few days in staging areas prior to shipment further east into 
permanent POW camps. Officers, by and large, seemed to have fared 
better than other ranks at this point. The Offizierdulag established in 
barracks at Mainz, through which most commissioned BEF personnel 
passed in June 1940, was something of an oasis. Rations were still often 
very short, and tempers sometimes ran high when attempts were made 
to seriously interrogate BEF officers. But the commandant was a sym- 
pathetic type, there were beds with straw mattresses as well the oppor- 
tunity to shower with hot water and have one’s clothes deloused, and 
officers were given official capture cards to fill in. The latter were 
legitimate and the agreed means of letting the International Red Cross, 
and through them the War Office and relatives in Britain, know that 
someone was now officially a POW. The camp at Mainz was, several 
officers later noted, the most well-run place they had thus far encoun- 
tered in captivity.** 


TRANSIT AND PROCESSING | 75 


The experience for those passing through the Durchlager established 
at Trier for both officers and other ranks was much more variable. The 
first challenge, as many other ranks discovered, was the journey through 
the town itself. 

Their uniforms and boots incomplete or in tatters, unshaven, dirty, 
lousy, weak, and generally in a bad way, prisoners unloaded from barges 
or trains were often forced to run something of a gauntlet as they were 
marched through the streets of Trier to a former barracks for labour- 
camp workers above the town. Here, as at some other locations, the 
civilian population was encouraged to turn out in order to gloat, jeer, 
and throw things as the bedraggled columns passed. ‘As we marched up 
the hill,’ Sergeant George Beeson (Royal Army Ordnance Corps) wrote 
of an unfortunately quite typical experience, ‘some women and children 
spat at us while others threw stones and sticks at us; this was a terrible 
ordeal.’*? 

Conditions inside the wire at Trier varied from marginal (huts and 
bunks, a little in the way of rations, the opportunity to rest, and at least 
occasional access to running water) to the impossible (no shelter, no 
food, no sanitation). Much depended on how many prisoners were 
present. ‘With all its drawbacks Trier was a haven’, Private Wilson 
concluded after detailing the ‘vile’ sanitary conditions. ‘Some peace 
prevailed, some food was dished out, and though there was none for 
us [i.e. his contingent] there was some shelter.’ At a point when the 
camp was not overflowing Captain Munby found life there to be ‘pleas- 
antly uneventful’, while Colonel Miller agreed that it was ‘a pleasant 
change from the march—we had a fair amount of food and were only 
hungry, no longer practically starving’. At other times conditions were 
very bad. “There were no washing facilities,’ Rifleman Ewart Jones 
recalled, ‘every wooden bunk had had two tenants (and there were 
about two hundred bunks, in three tiers, in each very small hut) and 
the latrines were very primitive.” Widespread dysentery made the situ- 
ation worse. ‘It was an appalling place’, future Colditz prisoner Captain 
Kenneth Lockwood recalled angrily. “The treatment meted out by the 
Germans was disgraceful. The soup and food was foul, and above all, the 
latrine arrangements were appalling.’*° 

Then there was the last leg of the journey into captivity to contend 
with. If only by virtue of the distances involved and what men had 
already been through, the final stage—shipment by rail to permanent 
camp locations—could rank among the roughest stages of transit in 
1940.” 
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From Mainz and other locations officers spent two or three days en 
route to certain Offizierlagern, or oflags, usually located in southern 
Germany. In some cases, with the journey broken at a major city and 
local Red Cross nurses providing refreshments, this might not be so 
unpleasant. In other cases, too many officers were jammed into single 
trucks, there were few or no breaks, and not enough food was provided 
for a journey lasting many hours longer than scheduled. Major Booth 
recorded the episode in his diary as one of ‘hunger, dirt, and discomfort’. 
Captain Irwin found it ‘quite unpleasant’ and Jim Rogers ‘very unpleas- 
ant’, the latter going on to complain that ‘the crowding was just like the 
pictures shown after the war of Jews being taken to concentration 
camps’. This last comment may have been something of an overstate- 
ment but things were certainly bad. ‘Although no one died,’ Second 
Lieutenant P. F. S. Douglas of the Argylls reported after his escape on 
what it was like to be crowded with over sixty others in a closed wagon, 
‘our condition on arrival at our permanent camp was weak (my pulse 
was 34 for 6 weeks thereafter).’ Those officers who were lucky enough to 
travel third class—including majors and above—were infinitely better off 
than those in closed wagons, but might still suffer indignities. Kenneth 
Lockwood remembered how during a halt at Cologne members of the 
public ‘spat at the windows’.*® 

As in earlier stages, the other ranks often suffered more. The majority 
as yet were unregistered, there were far more of them to cope with, and 
the camps to which they were being sent—Stammlagern, or stalags—were 
located several hundred miles to the east in Upper Silesia and Poland. 
This usually meant train journeys, almost invariably in closed wooden 
goods-type wagons, of greater length than those endured by the officers. 

Once again soldiers were crammed into trucks that could only hold, 
without discomfort, half or even a third of the number forced into them. 
The bread and water provided for the journey often ran out, there was 
usually no sanitation beyond a bucket, despite the prevalence of dysen- 
tery, halts were infrequent at best, and ventilation usually consisted of 
only two slit grilles high up on either side of the wagon. Where it was 
possible at all, those inside had to take it in turns to sit down, and even 
when human waste was emptied through the ventilation slits the stench 
was soon appalling. In some cases men went without anything to eat or 
drink for three days at a stretch.*” 

Sometimes, despite the hellish conditions, prisoners might manage to 
maintain a semblance of social cohesion, helping the worst off and even 
making the odd sardonic joke (‘last time I travel on this railway again’). 
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In other instances, as one private put it, ‘any semblance of human 
dignity vanished’, and men looked only to their own welfare—a matter 
of ‘I’m all right, Jack’, as another soldier explained.*° 

By the time the trains reached their destinations the survivors were in 
a very bad way. ‘I remember having to cover my eyes when “‘falling”’ out 
of the wagon,’ Rifleman Frank Jackson remembered, ‘the legs unable to 
hold up.’ Men had blacked out, been driven mad, or had simply been 
unable to stay alive any longer. ‘On that journey approximately fifty 
people died,’ Private Alex Masterson of the Argylls asserted in an inter- 
view, ‘four in my boxcar.’ This was by no means an isolated experience. 
‘It took us a very long time to forgive the Germans for that train journey’, 
John Elwyn, Welsh Guards, later wrote.** 


The journey to the Reich was often no better for the over 12,000 troops 
left behind in the wake of the battles for Greece and Crete in the spring 
of 1941. As before, the initial part of the trek was done on foot to and 
between staging points. This was rarely pleasant—the march from Sfakia 
to Suda Bay after the surrender on Crete being a case in point**— but 
usually lasted only a day or so, as a combination of geographical and 
logistical circumstances necessitated movement by other means. The 
need to arrange for prisoner transport, however, never a high enemy 
priority, meant a significantly longer period spent in overcrowded and 
poorly run temporary transit cages—including the notorious Dulag 183 
established at Salonika, through which almost everyone captured in 
Greece and Crete eventually passed. 

Those taken on the Greek mainland in April 1941 were usually sent to 
Corinth and incarcerated in a flyblown army barracks located there. 
There were not enough huts for the numbers involved, there were no 
bunks—or indeed furniture of any kind—yet plenty of bedbugs, and 
sanitation was so elementary and limited that the majority of prisoners 
were lousy and soon suffered from some form of dysentery.*? 

The guards at Corinth were also apparently not above abusing pris- 
oners. J. E. Pryce, a survivor from HMS Gloucester, later wrote about 
how each evening fifty men were forced to undergo the ‘Hop, Skip and 
Jump Race’: 


These unfortunate men were ordered to strip off their clothes and place them in 
piles at a distance of two hundred yards. A rifle was fired into the air and the fifty 
naked men would rush madly in the direction of their clothes, scramble into 
them and dash wildly back to the starting post. The last three to arrive back 
received a sharp beating up. To hasten their progress on the first stage of the 
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race, the German fired revolver bullets into the sand behind the contestants. 
Prisoners might also be forced into work gangs, some of them unloading 
ammunition from enemy ships. 


Most important of all, the daily rations provided—bread, cheese, lentils, 
figs, macaroni, and other items—were so small that hunger became a 
constant preoccupation. Sometimes items could be purchased from 
locals through the wire, but this was never enough to satisfy, and morale 
suffered. Barney Roberts, an Australian soldier, remembered catching 
sparrows in order to have something more to eat.** 

The situation also soon became tough for the over 5,000 men taken on 
Crete who spent weeks in temporary holding cages. In such places the 
only shelter consisted of a few tents and some olive trees, and sanitary 
arrangements were of an extremely ad-hoc nature. Fleas, lice, and 
diarrhoea were soon rampant, while issued rations—usually little more 
than a cup of lentil soup each day—proved inadequate. ‘After a week or 
so of this diet’, Sapper D. W. Luckett wrote, ‘a general weakness began 
to set in amongst us all, when to suddenly stand up after sitting or laying 
down, brought on a very dizzy spell for a minute or two.’*? 

Going out in work gangs whose main task was to clear up after the 
battle offered the opportunity to scrounge and sometimes a little extra in 
the way of rations. Men might initially recoil at the task of handling and 
burying corpses that were rapidly decomposing in the summer heat, but 
as Sapper Ernest Kirk recalled, ‘hunger was stronger’ than distaste for 
the job. The general situation, meanwhile, remained grim for most 
POWs. John Chrisp, a naval officer who was later consigned to Colditz, 
lost fourteen pounds in the weeks he spent here, and the more severe 
dysentery cases began to die at a rate of about one a week.*° 

Some men simply stole from their fellows to keep body and soul 
together, while others got into the trading racket (cigarettes were the 
key form of currency). A few tried slipping under the wire at night to 
forage among the locals: a practice as dangerous as stealing since, if 
caught, the offenders were beaten up or made to stand in the sun holding 
heavy objects over their heads without food or water for several days. 
The formation of syndicates, usually divided by nationality and unit, was 
often necessary but served to further fragment the prisoner community. 
Being an NCO meant little, those who tried to exert authority over food 
distribution finding themselves objects of suspicion, often ignored and 
sometimes attacked for alleged favouritism.*” 

Bad as things were, worse was to come when POWs taken in the 
spring of 1941 began to be concentrated at Salonika in preparation for 
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shipment to the Fatherland. For some of the officers taken on Crete the 
initial part of the trek was by air. “The flight to Athens in the JU52s was 
very pleasant’, Lieutenant R. G. M. Quarry reported, before going on to 
describe the awfulness of the next stages. For everyone else there was a 
voyage of several days deep in the bowels of tramp steamers, awful halts, 
hour after hour in cattle trucks or lorries—often in extremely cramped 
and unsanitary conditions—plus an occasional forced march where 
bridges had been blown.*® 

It was what life was like at Dulag 183, however, that remained most 
vividly in prisoners’ minds. As elsewhere, the local Greek population did 
its best to help by offering food and water as prisoners were marched 
through the town, despite the violent response of the escorting German 
soldiers.*” Within the compounds at Salonika itself, however, the prob- 
lems of inadequate shelter, poor sanitation, overcrowding, lack of food, 
and disease—including, by this time, conditions arising from malnutri- 
tion such as beriberi—were particularly acute, with consequent effects 
on mood and behaviour. 

The old Turkish-built barracks around which the Germans strung 
barbed wire was already in a serious state of decrepitude: the floors 
often broken up, furniture and fixtures absent or wrecked, the water 
supply contaminated, and a huge population of bedbugs in residence. At 
any one time there were between 8,000 and 12,000 prisoners held here 
in the summer and autumn of 1941, ‘packed [in] like sardines’, as one 
inmate put it, so that in the barrack blocks a POW ‘could not move 
without treading on someone when we were lying down’.”° 

The most pressing problem, as always, was lack of food. Daily rations 
consisted of ersatz tea at dawn, thin soup akin to greasy hot water at 
midday, and a small issue of bread and biscuit at about five o’clock. This 
last meal consisted of one-fifth to one-tenth of a small rye loaf—twelve 
inches in diameter and two inches thick—plus three-quarters of a biscuit 
(‘which was the size of a large dog biscuit but tasted much worse’) per 
man. This could mean well under a thousand calories a day, which in turn 
produced sudden blackouts (“Twice I passed out in the soup queue’, John 
Chrisp remembered) and serious weight loss over time, one ambulance 
man losing almost fifty pounds in the three months he was at Salonika. 
Being detailed for a local working party outside the wire, which might 
involve heavy, war-related labour—unloading oil drums or loading stores 
onto an Italian destroyer, for example—only made matters worse. Pris- 
oners soon began to suffer the effects of vitamin deficiencies as well as 
hunger. ‘We were all starving’, as another inmate put it succinctly.”! 
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This state of affairs once more had its insidious effect on many men’s 
outlook and behaviour. Though some officers and men managed to 
retain some personal dignity, for most life soon became a matter of 
‘survival of the fittest’, according to Sapper M. E. Osborne: ‘If you 
weakened in any way, you died.’ Prisoners not only ran great risks to 
obtain food from Greeks outside the camp, they also bartered personal 
items such as rings and watches for food or cigarettes, regardless of 
value, and were not above stealing. In general there developed what 
Australian soldier Barney Roberts described as ‘a single-minded sense of 
self-preservation which seemed to thrive on distrust and larceny’.°” 

The craving for nicotine was such that smokers battled each other for 
the butts thrown down by guards, often destroying the prize in the 
process. The same was true with respect to food, one inmate describing 
how men ‘snarled and grovelled in the dust, clawing at a small piece of 
bread’ that had been thrown over the wire. Conditions were so bad that 
mouldy cheese which even the Germans thought unfit for human con- 
sumption was sought after desperately in the dustbins when the guards’ 
backs were turned. ‘I have seen men competing for such ‘‘food”’ with the 
great rats which infested the camp’, Surgeon Commander Hugh Singer 
reported.” 

There was a great deal of general distrust and envy abroad in Dulag 
183. Two groups in particular, however, generated more than the average 
amount of suspicion and dislike: non-commissioned officers and racket- 
eers. With the officers wired off from the other ranks, senior NCOs were 
either given or assumed limited command functions within the main part 
of the camp. The best of these warrant officers and sergeants worked hard 
to keep up a semblance of order and defend the interests of the men in 
dealings with the Germans. Some, however, used their rank to further 
their own interests only, and at least two sergeant majors became so 
enthusiastic in enforcing German orders that they were widely, and 
perhaps rightly, suspected of having become outright collaborators.°* 

Those who appeared to do best out of the trading racket were also 
disliked, even by those who used their services—the Cypriots and Pales- 
tinians sometimes being thought to be particularly adept at sharp prac- 
tice. The cultural-cum-racial assumptions behind such suspicion among 
the British long pre-dated the war, but the conditions of captivity tended 
to exacerbate hostility even before men arrived in Salonika, where the 
Palestinians were segregated but still able to trade with the rest of the 
POW population. According to Fritz Jordan, a German émigré, ‘there 


was a constant tension between the Palestinian and British prisoners’.?” 
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Making a bad situation worse at Dulag 183 was the attitude of the 
commandant. According to a senior British medical officer, this middle- 
aged dugout type ‘took a sadistic pleasure in the misery he created inside 
the camp’, and was responsible for the unusually high degree of brutality 
displayed by the guards.” Anyone late for the morning prisoner-count 
on the parade ground was liable to be beaten up, and anyone spotted 
moving about at night was liable to be shot. Escapers probably knew the 
risks they ran, but there were plenty of cases where prisoners were killed 
without any justification whatsoever—while hanging out washing, for 
instance, or using the latrines at night. The bodies were sometimes left 
out in the open for days as an object lesson.’ 

Finally, in the late summer and on into the autumn of 1941, enough 
working transport had been concentrated to allow the captured veterans 
of the battles for Greece and Crete to be shipped to the Greater Reich. 
As before, the journey was usually in overcrowded cattle trucks with 
insufficient attention paid to food, water, and sanitation, and this period 
could last from four to ten days, depending on track congestion and the 
final destination. 

As many as seventy men might be crammed into closed wagons meant 
to hold forty at most, so that prisoners had to take turns to sit or lie down 
spoon-fashion. Diarrhoea was still very much a problem, yet prisoners 
were often only allowed out to relieve themselves at the side of the track 
once every twenty-four hours or so, and were sometimes not allowed out 
for days at a time in retaliation for escape attempts. As W. S. Eldred 
(Royal Army Service Corps) recalled, there were many men suffering 
from dysentery ‘who literally had to sit in it’.® 

Rations for the journey, usually consisting of one or two small tins of 
meat, a few biscuits, and a small loaf of black bread, were limited to 
begin with and wholly inadequate for journeys that were usually days 
longer than anticipated. Help from the Yugoslav Red Cross when trains 
stopped at Belgrade or Zagreb was much appreciated, but could not 
make up for the lack of food and also water, some prisoners going 
without anything to drink for days at a time. On this stage of the journey 
officers seem to have been no better off than other ranks. “The days 
passed in a sickening haze of dysentery, the stench of urine, and unre- 
lenting hunger in the overcrowded stifling cattle trucks’, Jack Champ 
later wrote.°” 

On occasion the journey was just about tolerable. Most prisoners, 
however, remembered it as a nightmare during which, as one Australian 
private put it, ‘everyone prayed for its end’.°° Prisoners might be unable 
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to climb out when the final destination was reached, and there were 
cases of men going mad or dying en route from the cumulative effects of 
what they had endured.°! 

All this did little to improve morale. The human spirit, however, can 
be remarkably resilient. After finishing with a truly terrible eight days in 
transit, a demoralized batch of POWs from Salonika (‘very dirty... must 
have stunk to high heaven... unshaven...matted lousy hair... [some- 
times] too weak to move’) were escorted from the Luckenwalde train 
station to Stalag IIIA. Told that they were from Crete, the German 
civilian population jeered, spat, and threw stones as the prisoners 
passed. “Then something wonderful happened [Sapper Jack Seed re- 
membered], one solitary voice somewhere in the column had the cour- 
age to start singing “It’s a long way to Tipperary”. Immediately the 
remainder joined in singing as hard as we could, squaring our shoulders 
while trying to get into some sort of step.” The Germans, supposedly, 
were rendered speechless this display of Engländer defiance.°” 

Though by early 1943 it was clear that the tide had turned in favour of 
the Allies, there was to be one further large-scale migration of British and 
Commonwealth prisoners to the Reich. This occurred when over 70,000 
POWs held by the Italians, mostly taken by Axis forces in North Africa, 
suddenly found themselves in Nazi hands after the armistice of Septem- 
ber 1943. Their hopes of a quick release having been raised by news of 
Allied landings and the evident desire of their jailers to throw in the 
towel, prisoners in campos throughout Italy were bitterly disappointed to 
find Germans manning the camp gates and towers within a matter of 
twenty-four hours. A few thousand managed to make for the hills in the 
brief period of transition and were at liberty for greater or lesser lengths 
of time, but the majority soon found themselves in cattle trucks bound 
for the Brenner Pass.°° 

Conditions on the journey to camps in Austria and points further 
north were sometimes very similar to those experienced during trans- 
portation to the Fatherland in earlier years. The rations and water 
provided were often inadequate. Guards could and did shoot to kill 
prisoners ‘while trying to escape’. Too many prisoners were crammed 
into each wagon. Halts to answer the call of nature, and other privileges, 
were erratic and might be withdrawn if prisoners were deemed to be 
insufficiently cowed. A further hazard was added in the form of Allied air 
superiority, which meant that trains ran the risk of being bombed or 
strafed. All this, on top of the sudden dashing of the common hope of 
imminent liberation, could have a bad effect on morale. ‘I never fully 
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regained the self-respect I lost when I found myself on a train bound for 
Germany’, wrote Peter Winter, noting that the few among the fifty men 
tightly packed into his wagon who voiced thoughts of escape were 
prevented from doing anything by the despondent majority.°* 

All that said, prisoners shipped from Italy had certain advantages 
when compared to those who had entrained for the Reich in earlier 
years. First and foremost, those from the campos had in the main 
had time to adjust both physically and mentally to captivity. Bodies had 
grown used to the lower calorie intake, while Red Cross parcels 
had helped to provide not only more and varied food but also necessary 
minerals and vitamins, the end result being leanness and hunger but also 
a basic level of fitness. The time spent behind the wire in Italy had 
allowed men to develop important prisoner-survival skills. This could 
mean anything from how to build a ‘stufa’ (or ‘blower’, a very efficient 
personal cooking stove) from scratch, to knowledge of the techniques 
and acquisition of the tools needed to break out of confinement. Those 
moving toward the Brenner Pass in the autumn of 1943, in short, were 
generally in better shape than those transported through the Balkans or 
across France and the Low Countries in earlier years. Corporal John 
Greenwood (Royal Artillery) noted that, in contrast to newly captured 
RAF types placed aboard wagons in his train, soldiers like himself who 
had had time to adjust to the Spartan nature of POW life could find the 
journey from Italy tough but, in overall terms, ‘not too bad’.°° 

That the prisoners from Italy were generally better able to cope 
showed in the relatively high number of escape attempts made. Most 
of those taken from the battlefields of France and Greece, including men 
who went on to careers as escape artists, were, at the time they were 
locked into cattle trucks, too mentally and physically run down to try 
and ‘train-jump’.°° Despite the threat of being killed, however, Desert 
War veterans time and again attempted to duck away during halts and 
drop down through holes dug in the floor of wagons when trains were 
moving slowly. On the train in which Lieutenant George Millar was 
travelling there were constant attempts to escape, the most successful 
being in the last wagon, where Major ‘Stump’ Gibbon led the entire 
contingent through a hole dug through the rear boards. Of the 800 
prisoners distributed among twenty trucks on the train on which 
Sandy St Clair journeyed northward, 125 managed to get out. This 
sort of thing was not confined to officers. En route between PG 70 and 
a transit camp at Jacobstahl, 20 per cent of the other ranks on one train 
disappeared.°’ 
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The transit experience for wounded men, meanwhile, varied a good 
deal through the war. Those too ill or badly injured to be marched off as 
walking wounded with the rest occasionally struck it lucky, finding 
themselves transported by stages in ambulances or, better yet, on proper 
hospital trains. The latter were ‘very good, very efficient, very efficient 
German staff, splendid accommodation’, remembered Dr Thomas 
Wilson in reference to the transport of British bed cases from Lille to 
Germany in June 1940.8 This was by no means the universal experi- 
ence, however, and became more and more rare as German casualties 
mounted and medical resources became strained. Many seriously 
wounded cases taken at Arnhem in September 1944, for instance, were 
shipped to Germany in cattle trucks. Only after an RAMC doctor angrily 
threatened to report the field hospital commander to the Protecting 
Power as a potential war criminal was a ‘sumptuous Red Cross train’ 
provided for the next batch of wounded.°” 

Conditions in the ad hoc prison hospitals established en route to 
Germany for bed cases in the wake of major campaigns might be initially 
acceptable, especially if the facility concerned was a former British Army 
hospital now operating under new management that could draw on 
stockpiled medicines and equipment. On the outskirts of Athens, for 
example, the 26th General Hospital and 5th Australian General Hospital 
combined to form a large POW hospital in the wake of the German 
invasion in April 1941. ‘We continued our work without serious interfer- 
ence’, Dr D. L. Charters later explained, going on to assert that, all 
things considered, ‘we had a very low death rate and the results of 
treatment were satisfactory’. Even this facility, however, experienced 
food shortages, and the sick and wounded who had to endure more 
makeshift arrangements elsewhere might suffer greatly. ‘It was difficult 
trying to feed the patients at all, let alone suitably’, wrote J. M. Green, a 
Dental Corps officer, of arrangements for the wounded at St-Valéry in 
the weeks after the surrender. ‘Gas gangrene made its unwelcome ap- 
pearance, and we had no serum, and could not get any.’ Things were 
even worse at the overcrowded and highly unsanitary staging points 
across northern France. After his favourable encounter with German 
medical personnel in the field, Captain Lang eventually found himself 
lying on straw in a former casino at Forges-les-Eaux, with other 
wounded packed in like sardines. ‘Medical supplies were virtually non- 
existent and, although we were fortunate in having three British medical 
orderlies, there was little they could do for us.’’° 
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Even in the better transit hospitals overcrowding and food shortages 
could become a problem as time went on. The Athens POW hospital in 
June 1941 was operating with 20 per cent fewer physicians than was 
considered necessary for an RAMC general hospital with the equivalent 
number of patients, and men were getting as little as 1,000 calories of 
food a day. The orderlies were finding it harder and harder to carry out 
their duties due to lack of food, and the absence of vitamins and minerals 
was bringing on the first signs of deficiency diseases by the time the place 
was closed in November 1941." 

Much depended on the attitude of the German medical officers 
placed in command of transit hospitals. Some worked closely with 
their British counterparts in true Hippocratic fashion to do everything 
they could to treat the wounded and cure the sick. Others, unfortu- 
nately, proved to be more of a hindrance than an aid to good health. 
Among the latter was Oberstabsarzt Schott, running the transit hospital 
at the Salonika cage and memorably described by one who knew him 
well as a ‘gross, bull-necked man with a shaven head and an enormous 
paunch’. Like his Nazi counterparts in various other places, he appeared 
to make up for limited medical knowledge with a mixture of bombast 
and vindictiveness. When a British surgeon complained about condi- 
tions in the hospital, he ‘lost his temper and said that the Geneva 
Convention could go to hell... we could take what was coming to us’. 
This apparently meant denying the medical staff any access to captured 
British supplies. Even with the most rigorous economy measures, ‘we 
were short of almost everything’, reported Surgeon Commander Hugh 
Singer. The epidemics of beriberi and diphtheria that swept the camp 
and hospital could not be properly treated, only aspirin in limited 
quantities could be spared for cases of sandfly fever, and little could be 
done for those who fell ill with dysentery. Like their patients, RAMC 
personnel lost a lot of weight as a result of the serious food shortage 
and became subject to debilitating illnesses at Salonika. ‘It was awful’, 
Dr Alan King recalled feelingly. ’* 

The seriously sick and wounded, in short, along with captured med- 
ical personnel, might find stages of their often more prolonged journey 
into the Reich just about as bad as anything encountered by fitter men in 
earlier weeks. Once pronounced fit enough at any temporary staging 
post—by a German rather than a British medical officer—patients 
would be placed back among their more ambulatory fellows and suffer 
the same rigours for the remainder of the journey.’ 
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Some of the men transported rearward were sufficiently traumatized by 
the journey into captivity not to care what happened next. But for the vast 
majority, however tired and hungry they were, a nagging question 
loomed larger as prisoners of war were moved on foot from railway 
sidings to POW camps in locations stretching from East Prussia down 
into south-eastern Austria. Once inside, the first order of real business for 
their jailers was usually to register their charges as prisoners of war by 
taking down name, rank, and number, issuing identity discs, and snap- 
ping photographs for the files. For the unregistered there would also be 
‘capture cards’ to be filled in and sent off as a means of notifying London, 
through Swiss intermediaries, that a serviceman was an official POW of 
the Third Reich. Finally there were efforts, especially as the war pro- 
gressed, to prevent disease epidemics through a compulsory shower on 
arrival or daubing with disinfectant and the putting of clothing through a 
delousing process, supplemented in some cases by inoculations. 

Amidst the mass influx of 1940 the processing of prisoners in the main 
army camps, particularly with reference to hygiene, could be quite 
haphazard. Many men had to wait weeks or even months to be deloused 
(often ineffectively), while officer prisoners—some suspected to add to 
their sense of humiliation rather than for sanitary reasons—had their 
heads shaved immediately on arrival at their primary destination, Oflag 
VIIC/H (Laufen). By the time prisoners were arriving from Greece and 
Italy the process was much more uniform.” 

The experience of Fred Hill on arrival at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) was 
fairly typical by the middle of the war. First the new men had their hair 
cut off with electric clippers. Then they were made to strip while their 
uniforms were fumigated. Still naked after a mass shower, they were 
herded into another room where disinfectant was applied to their 
armpits and groins by a Russian POW. ‘Next,’ Hill explained, ‘an Italian 
prisoner dabbed a damp pad on my chest and arm, another stuck a 
syringe in my chest, and a third grabbed my arm and vaccinated me—all 
very efficient.’ Only then were the new prisoners allowed to go through 
an unsorted pile of their gassed clothes and get dressed, after which they 
were photographed—name and number chalked on a board held at 
chest level—and given their Kriegsgefangene discs. All this was somewhat 
dehumanizing, what with ‘the Germans shouting and screaming at us all 
the time’, as Neville Chesterton recalled of his first day at Stalag XVIIIA 
(Wolfsberg) two years earlier. Nevertheless the subsequent absence of 
lice, albeit sometimes temporary, was appreciated. ‘It was a great relief 
to be able to lie in bed without scratching every few minutes’, Captain 
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Philip Kindersley remembered of the post-delousing period of his pro- 
cessing at Stalag VIIA (Moosburg) en route to Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch 
Triibau).”° 

Though almost all would find themselves moved from one camp to 
another within the Greater Reich over the course of time, British sol- 
diers, sailors, and airmen given identity discs were now officially Kriegs- 
gefangenen. A variety of factors would now impinge on the nature of their 
life as POWs—including those who ended up at Colditz—not least the 
type of camp to which they were sent and the nature of the Germans who 
ran the place. 
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3 Compounds and Commandants 


Prisoners of war may be interned in a town, fortress, or other 
place... They may also be interned in fenced camps... 


(from Article 9, Geneva Convention, 1929). 


Each prisoner of war camp shall be placed under the authority of a 
responsible officer. 


(from Article 18, Geneva Convention, 1929). 


In bureaucratic terms the dozens of major POW camps and hundreds of 
satellite compounds within the Greater Reich differed only according to 
function, location, form, and the service that ran them, breaking down 
into five basic types. Thanks to the success of the post-war escape stories 
this range tends to be narrowed down even further in the popular 
imagination into two forms: a generic hut-and-wire image on the one 
hand, and the unmistakable profile of Colditz castle on the other, camps 
presided over by stiff-necked, authoritarian Prussians. In the real Nazi 
Germany, however, physical conditions varied a great deal from one 
camp to another, including those nominally of the same type. Quality 
of life, furthermore, depended a good deal not only on the attitudes and 
actions of the camp commandant, but also those of his security officer 
and Lager staff, which could vary from individual to individual and over 
time. Colditz, somewhat paradoxically in view of its fearsome wartime 
reputation and post-war image, was in many respects one of the better 
Kriegsgefangenlagern.' 


Most of the prison camps in which uniformed British prisoners were 
held fell under Wehrmacht auspices. Oflags (short for Offizierlagern) 
were for those with commissions, stalags (short for Stammlagern) for 
those without. Each camp, whether oflag or stalag, was identified by a 
roman numeral reflecting the military district in which it was located and 
by a letter to distinguish the camps within a particular Wehrkreis. This 
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was often followed, in parentheses, by the location of the camp in official 
correspondence. Hence Stalag IID (Stargard), for instance, or Oflag 
XIIB (Hadamar). From the middle of the war onward the letter-numeral 
combination was supplemented by a simple numerical designation: 
a new camp in the Lamsdorf area, for example, was known as Stalag 344. 
The bigger stalags, furthermore, served as administrative hubs for the 
hundreds of numbered work camps to which other-rank prisoners were 
sent until the job was completed: Arbeitskommando 11101 GW, for 
example, where prisoners sent out from Stalag XVIIIA (Wolfsberg) 
worked on building sites in the mid-war period. 

Not all camps, however, were army-run affairs. Though on occasion 
RAF and RN personnel continued to find themselves held by the 
German army, in the second year of the war both the Luftwaffe and the 
Kriegsmarine were in the process of setting up their own facilities for navy 
and air-force prisoners.” To keep pace with the expanding population of 
aircrew prisoners, over half-a-dozen permanent camps were eventually 
set up by the German air force, starting with Stalag Luft I (Barth) in 1940 
and finishing with Stalag Luft VII (Bankau) in 1944. The German navy, 
meanwhile, with only a trickle of new arrivals, contented itself with a 
navy-run compound at Stalag XB (Sandbostel) until the opening of a 
new all-navy camp, Marlag und Milag Nord at Westertimke, in 1942, 
where officers and ratings were kept in separate compounds. 

Many of these camps were hut-and-wire affairs, though their size, age, 
and the type and quality of the materials used and facilities constructed 
were far from uniform. Various low-lying nineteenth-century fortifica- 
tions in Poland were also employed at certain points to house British 
prisoners: and, of course, there was Colditz castle. 

Located atop a steep promontory and officially designated Oflag IVC, 
Colditz was a high-walled, steeply gabled fortress dating back four 
centuries. It was the special camp (Sonderlager) to which officers who 
had made escape attempts from other camps or otherwise made them- 
selves undesirable were sent in the early war years. It was also the place 
where a small group of prisoners with powerful family connections—the 
Prominente—were kept for possible use as hostages later on. Both in form 
and function Colditz stands out. It is worth pointing out, however, that 
(contrary to what has sometimes been written about the place) it was not 
entirely unique.’ 

Quite apart from the nineteenth-century forts already mentioned, 
several castles of roughly similar vintage to Colditz were used to house 
contingents of British officers. Oflag VIID at Tittmoning bore a particu- 
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larly striking resemblance to Colditz, and both Oflag VIIC/H (Laufen) 
and Oflag IXA/H (Spangenberg) were principally Schloss affairs 
(‘H’ standing for Hauptlager, or principal camp). Oflag XIIB was also a 
Schloss camp, and those undergoing solitary confinement for escape 
attempts and other misdemeanours at Oflag VIIB (Eichstätt) might 
find themselves confined in the nearby Willibaldsburg castle. Persistent 
escapers and other ‘bad boys’, furthermore, were not automatically sent 
to Colditz. The Luftwaffe often considered that its security measures 
were superior to those of the army and took back many air-force prison- 
ers into its own camps. The SS, meanwhile, came to believe that those 
officers who escaped from POW camps should either be executed or 
reincarcerated in more supposedly secure Sonderlagers attached to con- 
centration camps such as Sachsenhausen. Even within the army the 
castle at Spangenberg apparently came to be seen as at least as secure 
as Colditz. In early 1943 several persistent escapers from Eichstätt were 
sent there, as were eleven engineer officers from Oflag IVC itself— 
apparently because Spangenberg was thought to be harder to tunnel 
out of.“ 

As acamp for officers, furthermore, Colditz could not accommodate 
the hard cases among the NCO and other-rank population. Problematic 
army NCOs were concentrated in their own Sonderlager, Stalag 383 
(Hohenfels), in the autumn of 1942. Soldiers who were considered 
enemies of the Reich because of their repeated escape attempts from 
Arbeitskommandos could themselves be confined to the bigger stalags, 
often in interior compounds, or incarcerated in military prisons, some- 
times Colditz-type fortresses.” 

Finally, not all the Prominente were held at Colditz. The SS, typically, 
built up its own set of potential hostages, both civilian and uniformed, 
and kept them in various concentration camps. Only in the last days of 
the war were the various groups brought together in transit.° 

Colditz also appears in a class by itself, however, because of its 
reputation as a particularly tough place to live in as well as escape 
from. There were rumours circulating at the time that Colditz was 
something of a ‘hell camp’, or at the very least a Straflager (punishment 
camp). Pat Reid used the latter term in his first best-seller and its sequel 
in the following decade, and in the course of time the word ‘Colditz’ 
became a popular synonym for any type of intensely rigorous institu- 
tional regimen.’ 

In point of fact, as the German authorities were keen to point out at 
the time, Oflag IVC was a Sonderlager, a special camp, rather than a 
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Straflager, and in 1943 even the term Sonderlager was dropped as part of 
the official nomenclature for Colditz. This did not, however, necessarily 
make it a comfortable place to be. More pertinent than bureaucratic 
designations were the actual conditions inside the walls of Colditz castle 
as compared to other camps.® 

Things were often at their worst in the early days and again late in the 
war. In 1940-1 the Wehrmacht at times appeared overwhelmed by the 
number of prisoners that had to be housed. In 1944-5 acceptable stand- 
ards of accommodation often could not be maintained, as POWs from 
regions under threat of being overrun had to be squeezed into a shrink- 
ing number of camps in areas still considered secure. In the intervening 
years conditions were usually better, but still varied over time and 
between locations.” 

Oflag VIIC (Laufen), where the mass of officers from the BEF ended 
up in the summer of 1940, was a prime example of what could happen 
when far more prisoners were taken than had been allowed for. The 
camp, an enormous old five-storey stone edifice which gave one junior 
officer the impression he was being held in ‘a huge asylum’, was in fact 
an old seat of the Archbishops of Salzburg. As a camp Laufen rapidly 
became overcrowded, holding three times the number of prisoners that 
it could reasonably accommodate: a total of about 1,500 in all. ‘It was 
extremely cramped’, Major Charles Irwin of the Northumberland Fusi- 
liers remembered. Up to ninety or so officers finding themselves living in 
a room only 45 feet by 25 feet was not unusual, each room filled with 
triple-tier bunks rising from floor to ceiling. Toilet and washing facilities 
were inadequate, and there was no laundry service. ‘Conditions are 
almost unbearable’, Michael Duncan, a second lieutenant in the Ox- 
fordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, wrote despairingly in his 
diary on 29 June 1940. Though conditions improved somewhat as 
prisoners were eventually transferred elsewhere, Oflag VIIC—shut 
down in October 1941—remained a very unpleasant memory for those 
who had been placed there.'® 

Ordinary soldiers fared even worse in 1940. Their camps were not 
only overcrowded but also lacked proper shelter or anything more than 
the most rudimentary sanitation. Several thousand men ended up at 
Stalag XXIB (Schubin), where the corrugated-iron and wooden build- 
ings were either incomplete or ramshackle, the water supply came from a 
single standpipe, and the latrines consisted of a trench with a pole over it 
in full view of outsiders. A British doctor assigned to Schubin in the 
autumn of 1940 found to his horror ‘two thousand or more British 
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soldiers living in utter squalor’, their tents and huts as well their clothing 
infested with lice, fleas, and flies. !! 

Thousands more BEF men were housed in a wired-in compound in 
similar conditions or in hitherto more-or-less abandoned underground 
forts at Stalag XXA (Thorn) and Stalag XXID (Posen). Above ground, 
in marquee tents and huts without bunks, Gordon Manners discovered 
that at Thorn the ablution facilities consisted of ‘just a pump from a well 
and a trough for the 2,000 of us’. Inside the forts overcrowding was 
endemic and sanitary conditions were, if anything, even more primitive. 
Often damp, ill-lit, and stinking, the rooms in these structures frequently 
held three or more times the number of men they were designed for. ‘No 
rooms were dry,’ George Beeson remembered of the fort he was in at 
Posen, ‘as water dripped down from all the walls. The floor was wet. We 
were issued with straw to lie down on and soon this became wet.’’” 

Then there was the massive Stalag VIIIB (Lamsdorf). This consisted 
of a vast array of grey, single-storey barrack blocks dating from the First 
World War that eventually came to hold well over 10,000 prisoners in six 
compounds. Many of the buildings were dilapidated, the place de- 
veloped a serious overcrowding problem, and the latrine arrangements 
became noxious in the extreme. As elsewhere, bedbugs and fleas were 
rife. ‘In those days’, as Sergeant Charles Coward explained to the chron- 
icler of his time as a POW, ‘Lamsdorf was a dark, dreary place...’!? 

As time passed conditions improved in most locations, and new army 
prisoners arriving en masse in later years endured bad physical condi- 
tions less frequently and for shorter periods. In camps such as Stalag IVB 
(Muhlburg) and Stalag VIIA (Moosburg) in 1941 and 1943, and Stalag 
XIIA (Limburg) in 1944, housing and sanitation problems did occur for 
some prisoners, but the excess numbers were soon transferred else- 
where.'* 

Much more general difficulties arose again in the last nine months or 
so of the war. Fuel was short everywhere throughout the final winter, and 
as compounds were closed out of fear they would be overrun by advan- 
cing Soviet or Allied armies, the remaining camps often found them- 
selves bursting at the seams. The barracks at Stalag IIIA (Luckenwalde), 
according to one observer, were ‘dank, dark and filthy’, with open- 
trench latrines and tents (with only damp straw as bedding) for those 
moving in from other camps further east.'° It was the same at Stalag 
357 and XIB (Fallingbostel), Stalag XIIID (Nuremberg), and most 
other camps in western Germany, including Marlag und Milag 
Nord.'° Nor was it just the Stammlagers that were affected by the 
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general deterioration of the Reich infrastructure. Oflag 79 (Brunswick), 
for example, a former Luftwaffe barracks to which officer prisoners 
were transferred from Oflag VIIIF in the spring of 1944, was too small 
for the 3,000 new arrivals. ‘Rooms constructed to hold ten people had 
as many as twenty-five in them’, Philip Kindersley recalled. Various 
facilities, furthermore, soon suffered bomb damage and were never 
repaired.!” 

Though the worst of times for most prisoners, the mass influxes of the 
early and late war periods did not have the same kind of impact on 
Colditz as in regular camps. Oflag IVC was already an established site 
for Polish officers by the time the first handful of British prisoners 
arrived in November 1940. With only one major exception (in which 
foreign contingents were moved out first), new British inhabitants there- 
after tended to arrive in a trickle rather than en masse. Shortages affected 
Colditz in the last months of the war as they did other camps, but the 
British contingent remained in place and, apart from the effect of a large 
number of French POWs in transit, Oflag IVC was not subject to the 
same swamping of resources that occurred elsewhere. There remains, 
however, the question of how Colditz compared to other camps in the 
years between these two traumatic periods. 

Despite the relative stability of the administrative and logistical system 
from 1941 down through 1944, with both representatives of the Protect- 
ing Power (first the United States, then Switzerland) and the Inter- 
national Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) seeking to better the 
conditions under which British prisoners lived, regular camp conditions 
still varied a good deal. Some were notoriously bad, others were ex- 
tremely good—and most, over time, fell somewhere in between. 

Probably the worst regular camp for officers from a physical stand- 
point was Oflag VIB (Warburg). Formerly an old labour camp made up 
of brick huts, it had been converted into a 500 by 300 yard wired-in 
compound into which the German authorities poured over 3,100 army 
and air-force prisoners from other locations in the autumn of 1941. 
Warburg, one inmate trenchantly put it, was ‘a cross between a garbage 
heap and a sewer’.'® Rooms were seriously overcrowded, few of the huts 
had electric light or enough carbide lamps, there was not enough coal to 
keep the men from feeling seriously chilled in winter, and the roofs 
leaked so much that bed linen was damp much of the time. Cooking 
facilities were inadequate and the washhouses and latrines were 
draughty, dirty, and quite unsanitary. Bedbugs and fleas abounded. 
Drainage was also a problem, so that the ground was a sea of mud 
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much of the time. When the mud froze, so did the water supply. Former 
residents described Oflag VIB as a ‘filthy’, ‘appalling’, and ‘disgusting’ 
place. The ICRC representatives were blunt after they visited Warburg 
soon after it opened. “This Camp is much the worst we have seen in 
Germany,’ their official report observed, ‘inadequate in every re- 
spect...’ Though there were some positive changes over time, Oflag 
VIB was simply too small and too old to undergo significant improve- 
ment, and was closed down in October 1942.'? 

The worst main camp for other ranks in the middle war years, in terms 
of the scale of poor physical conditions, was probably Stalag VIIIB 
(Lamsdorf), a ‘dirty, depressing, sprawling metropolis’, in the words of 
a POW who experienced life in several different camps. While overall 
conditions were better than in 1940, and the permanent staff in particu- 
lar managed to upgrade their own quarters significantly, things were still 
often bad in comparison to other camps for the 6,000 or more prisoners 
temporarily held at Lamsdorf between Arbeitskommando assign- 
ments.” ‘The camp was not meant by the Germans to have any com- 
fort’, Donald Edgar later explained. ‘It was a transit camp ...In the new 
Germany we were constantly told there was no room for work-shy 
people.’ All this made it ‘thoroughly miserable’. Winter conditions in 
1941-2 were particularly grim, new arrivals finding themselves in bar- 
racks where windows were broken and concrete walls leaked so that the 
floors were always damp. Even with improvements, Lamsdorf still had 
the reputation of being the worst camp in Germany.”! 

Ratings and marines, accustomed to the shipshape conditions of 
compounds run by the Kriegsmarine, certainly thought so when sent 
to Stalag VIIIB en route to working camps in 1942-3. ‘It was infinitely 
worse,’ Roger Coward wrote of his time there: ‘greater desolation, dirt 
and untidiness...’ Fuel was so short that the men in his compound 
burned the wooden bunks and were reduced to sleeping on the concrete 
floors. ‘Coal was practically non-existent’, Francis Guest remembered, 
which, along with overcrowding, made it ‘one of the worst’ places in the 
Greater Reich.” 

Aircrew NCOs, confined to their own compound in the centre of 
Stalag VIIIB in 1941-2, also found Lamsdorf wanting, especially in 
comparison to conditions in Luftwaffe camps. Richard Pape, on arrival 
in 1941, found the place ‘indescribably dirty, untidy and wretched’, with 
180 men to each dimly lit, poorly ventilated 80 by 30-foot barrack block: 
‘No wonder Stalag VIIIb was generally known as a Hell Camp.’ The 
windows were often broken, there was not enough winter fuel, and in 
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summer the place was fly-infested. “That really was a terrible place’, 
Albert Jones remembered.7? 

Things had not improved much by late 1943, when a new influx of 
army prisoners from Italy took up residence at Lamsdorf. “The huts’, 
wrote Geoffrey Vaughan, ‘were...very dilapidated, the windows having 
long ago lost their glass—the apertures being covered with tatty 
sacking...’ The communal latrines by now consisted of board-covered 
pits in both army and RAF compounds—better than the open-trench 
affairs but dangerously rat-infested. ‘The forty lids covering the forty 
holes were not intended to indicate neatness or even cleanliness’, Bill 
Jackson recalled of the dilapidated lavatory block used by the air-force 
prisoners. “They were there to keep the rats climbing out, and there were 
hundreds of them.’** 

Outside observers tried to put a positive spin on conditions at Stalag 
VIIIB, but had to admit on occasion that all was not well. ‘In comparison 
to the usual standard of Camps for British prisoners,’ a Red Cross 
representative concluded after a visit to Lamsdorf in the autumn of 
1943, ‘this Stalag must be classed as a bad one.’”” 

Many main camps had a more variable record in the 1942-4 period. 
This was true for both officers and other ranks. The smallish Oflag IX A/ 
H (Spangenberg) was a case in point, assessments changing over time 
and varying between the upper Schloss and the lower compound. The 
lower camp, a former labour school, consisted of several barrack blocks 
and assorted other lathe-and-plaster buildings, and was pleasantly lo- 
cated next to a stream and a path adjoining the village of Spangenberg 
itself. ‘Geese and ducks paddled about in the river, right under our 
windows’, T. D. Calnan remembered of his brief stay there in 1941. 
‘On the far bank we could observe the normal bustling life of a German 
village.’ At various points in the middle war years crowding became a 
problem, and exercise space was always limited: the area inside the wire 
was only 75 yards square, a mere ninety paces from one end to the other. 
Swiss observers tended to describe it in positive terms, and it undoubt- 
edly had, as Airey Neave put it, ‘a kinder atmosphere than that of the 
gaunt castle, perched remotely on its hill’.2° However, despite the for- 
midable appearance of its high walls and deep moat—‘Good lord,’ a new 
arrival remarked, ‘this place is straight out of Grimm’s’*’— living condi- 
tions in Spangenberg castle (like those in Oflag VIID at Tittmoning, 
another Schloss camp used in 1940-1) were not as bad as appearances 
suggested. Overcrowding led to mixed assessments by neutral represen- 
tatives between the third and fifth year of the war, and courtyard space in 
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particular was extremely limited. It was, nevertheless, an improvement 
on Warburg. ‘The conditions were definitely better and cleaner and 
much less rowdy and slightly more hygienic’, Miles Reid remembered. 
The view was good, over time physical improvements were made to the 
lighting and facilities, an exterior sports ground that could be used by 
prisoners on parole was opened in 1942, and the moat was transformed 
into an exercise and gardening space. ‘Although the camp was gloomy 
and most of the rooms had very small windows,’ Earle Edwards noted, 
‘it was warm and dry.’ Corran Purdon thought it ‘a comfortable 
camp... 7S 

Oflag VIIB (Eichstätt), the camp to which several thousand army 
officers were sent after the closure of Oflag VIB, also garnered mixed 
though ultimately positive reviews. Located in a former army barracks, it 
had huts of solid construction, proper lighting, tiled wash-houses, and 
decent toilet facilities. ‘With dry rooms, electric light, running water and 
proper sanitation, Terence Prittie wrote, ‘these buildings were infinitely 
preferable to any of the Warburg huts.’ There was a decent-sized football 
pitch, parole walks were allowed, and inside the wire Eichstätt was 
comparatively roomy in the early months. It left ‘a very good impression’ 
on Swiss observers after a visit in November 1942. Like many other 
camps, however, Oflag VIIB soon began to suffer from crowding prob- 
lems, the electricity supply was cut off at night, and representatives of 
both the ICRC and the Protecting Power, while still regarding it as a 
‘good’ camp, became aware of significant complaints about conditions 
from officers’ representatives. Still, as a post-war analyst observed, 
conditions at Eichstätt remained superior to those in most stalags.”” 

Of the major men’s camps, Stalag XVIIIA (Wolfsberg) was one of 
several that changed over time. In comparison to the transit camp in 
Salonika, from which many of its inhabitants arrived in 1941, the reno- 
vated stables that served as barracks in this hutted camp in Austria were 
well appointed. After visiting in August of that summer the Red Cross 
also found that the camp—then the base for over 5,300 Commonwealth 
POWs—made a good impression. By the following summer, however, 
after repeated requests that defects be dealt with, the Red Cross was 
reporting that ‘the sanitary arrangements for the British are still deplor- 
able—the running water, showers, latrines, ventilation, lighting, 
laundry—all have either to be created or improved.’ By the spring of 
1943, fortunately, the constructing of a new washhouse among other 
completed or promised improvements and a decrease in the camp 
population allowed Rudolf Burckhardt, inspecting as a representative 
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of the Swiss government, to conclude that Wolfsberg was ‘a good camp.’ 
Living conditions appear to have remained fairly positive into 1944.°° 

Matters appear to have followed a roughly similar trajectory at Stalag 
XXID (Posen), to judge by visitor reports. It was ‘much improved’ as a 
result of prisoners being shipped out to working parties in early 1941, but 
one of the main forts still used to house POWs was ‘pretty poor’ when 
the Red Cross came calling in the autumn. “The rooms were dark and 
gloomy,’ Ewart Jones later wrote of this period, ‘[and] the stone floors 
cold and damp.’ Crowding made bathing and toilet facilities particularly 
inadequate. The building of new latrines and various renovations 
allowed it to be labelled ‘fairly good’ by the autumn of 1942, and though 
there were still sanitary and other problems with the forts, Posen had by 
late 1943 become something of a showpiece. “Taking all into consider- 
ation,’ a report on the camp written by Walter Braun, a Swiss represen- 
tative, concluded, ‘this Stalag is one of the best for British prisoners 
of war. °?! 

The quality of accommodation and facilities in the working camps to 
which other rank prisoners were dispatched from stalags, meanwhile, 
varied from one location to another. Depending on the employer and the 
circumstances, they could be better or worse than the main camps. 
Arriving at a sub-camp in the Frankfurt area in March 1941 with a 
group of prisoners from Thorn, Private W. C. Law (Gloucestershire 
Regiment) was agreeably surprised, noting in his diary that ‘it looks as 
a camp and billets as [szc] you would get in Blighty’. Blechammer, one of 
the largest labour camps manned by prisoners from Lamsdorf, was a 
good place to be. Employed by a construction company involved in the 
building of a synthetic fuel plant, up to 800 POWs at a time were housed 
in wooden huts with two-tier bunks originally built for the Hitler Youth, 
and provided with good hot- and cold-water washing and shower instal- 
lations. It was, as a Red Cross visitor reported, ‘excellent from every 
point of view’.** 

Other Arbeitskommando camps in Upper Silesia were rather less 
salubrious. A Lager at Baurwitz, for example, where other Kriegies 
from Stalag VIIIB were housed while working for the owners of a 
sugar-beet factory, suffered from serious crowding problems according 
to John Elwyn: 


The camp was in an old brewery and housed well over three hundred prisoners 
in one long, narrow room. Not only were there three-tiered wooden beds along 
each side of this room but there was also a row running down the middle. In 
between the beds were two rows of tables and benches and the only means of 
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moving from one end of the room to the other was either under the tables or over 
them. We were literally packed like the proverbial sardines. The result was 
chaos. 


There were, however, much worse places, and not just in Wehrkreis VIII. 
At Freiburg, where 200 men from Stalag IVF (Hartmannsdorf) were 
employed by a lead-mining company, British POWs were held under 
what a Salvation Army visitor described as ‘appalling conditions’: their 
huts were damp, and they had only one wash tap between them. Or there 
was Weissenfels, containing thirty Kriegies from Stalag IVB (Muthlburg) 
toiling in a brickworks and quarry complex, where the accommodation 
was literally among pigs and geese and was dirty in the extreme.** 

Meanwhile there were also main camps where conditions were rather 
more uniformly good in physical terms. Oflag VB (Biberach), a con- 
verted army barracks near the Swiss frontier used in pre-Warburg days, 
was described by future Colditz inmate Hugh Bruce as ‘a very pleasant 
camp’, a view endorsed by others who were there. Overcrowding was not 
a problem, the place was clean, washing and toilet facilities were modern 
and up to standard for the over 700 officers in residence. The camp 
facilities made a ‘good impression’ on an American visitor in July 1941, 
and all in all Biberach seemed to represent ‘civilisation’ if not ‘absolute 
comfort’, in comparison to nastier places.** Oflag IXA/Z (Rotenburg), 
used later in the war to hold about 400 officers, was very highly thought 
of. It was situated in a well-equipped former girls school set in lovely 
countryside, and possessed amenities (such as a decent water supply) 
that were absent in other camps. Despite some crowding, prisoners’ 
opinions ranged from ‘not too uncomfortable’ through ‘really very 
pleasant’ to ‘one of the best camps in Germany’.*? The former Czech 
military cadet school transformed into Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch Triibau) 
for the use of 2,000 officers sent from Italy was also well appointed. 
Oflag VIIIF was more spacious than Eichstätt, and the main buildings 
had central heating and good electric lighting along with modern 
plumbing. ‘All things were good at Trubau [s7c]’, as a South African 
chaplain observed.*° 

Among the major men’s camps the best in terms of living conditions 
was probably Stalag 383 (Hohenfels) in Bavaria. This was an ex- 
Wehrmacht training camp, used from the autumn of 1942 onward to 
hold over 4,500 army NCOs who had refused to work for the Reich. The 
barracks were prefabricated timber chalets, each one double-roofed 
and insulated with glass fibre, possessing a storm porch, and equipped 
with windows at both ends. Unlike in most stalags, the bunks were 
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double- rather than triple-tier, seven to each hut. Red Cross representa- 
tives, visiting the camp in March 1943, noted that ‘the installations at 
Stalag 383 appear to us to be excellent’. The latrines were of the proper 
sceptic-tank variety, and parole walks were allowed in the last nine 
months of the war. Sergeant Donald Edgar, arriving from Lamsdorf, 
was, not too surprisingly, ‘very agreeably impressed’.*” 


Navy and air force prisoners, meanwhile, were united in thinking that 
the camps run by their equivalent German service were better than those 
run by the Wehrmacht. On the whole, they appear to have been right. 
Stalag XB (Sandbostel) was a singularly unattractive hut-and-wire 
Lager in some naval prisoners’ estimation. ‘It was an appalling camp’, 
Tommy Catlow remembered. This comment, however, like those of 
other inhabitants, was in reference to the army-run compounds in 
general and the predicament of Russian POWs in particular. The naval 
compound supervised by the Kriegsmarine was much better thought of. 
Containing over 100 officers and about 800 ratings, naval quarters at 
Sandbostel were, as two Red Cross observers discovered in the summer 
of 1941, of an ‘excellent’ sort. The officers’ wooden huts all contained 
interior washbasins and showers as well as a separate laundry room with 
a hot-water supply. In winter, noted Lieutenant John Chrisp, these huts 
were ‘reasonably weather proof and warm’. The latrines, though of the 
concrete cesspit variety, did not generate complaint. Arguably the only 
disadvantages were that officers and ratings were confined in the same 
compound within a stalag—‘[t]he whole place was entirely unsuitable 
for officers’, according to Lieutenant-Commander Peter Buckley—and 
the effect of the weather. ‘Nothing’, Captain G. W. F. Wilson, the Senior 
British Officer, reported of the place, ‘... could [make] better the driving 
sand storms in dry weather, or the sea of mud under foot after rain.’ All 
in all, though, according to Leading Telegraphist Harold Shipp, trans- 
ferred there from Thorn, Sandbostel was widely viewed as a ‘flipping 
great camp’.*® 
Marlag und Milag Nord, the Kriegsmarine camp at Westertimke to 
which naval prisoners were transferred in the spring of 1942, was also 
viewed in a generally positive light despite the rather bleak and desolate 
surroundings. A hut-and-wire affair, with separate compounds for naval 
officers and men—Marlag (O) and Marlag (M)—as well as for seafarers 
belonging to the merchant marine (Milag), the camp made a good 
impression on both neutral observers and the prisoners themselves. 
Captain Wilson reported that ‘the accommodation in Marlag (O) was 
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good’, with no overcrowding until 1945. The well-lighted and well-venti- 
lated barracks had large rooms into which eight men could fit more-or- 
less comfortably, and as well as being well lit and heated were, in the 
words of David James, of ‘a standard wooden type, double-lined through- 
out and reasonably warm and waterproof’. There was less space in 
Marlag (M), where there were twelve to fourteen men to a room, but 
with similar amenities in the way of, for example, a canteen. It rated 
highly in comparison to the stalags. ‘From every point of view the Marlag 
can be considered as a good camp’, Red Cross representatives opined 
after a visit in August 1942. ‘Both the camps, “M” and “O?” ’, a report on 
a camp visit ten months later stated, ‘are excellent.’ Even when the ICRC 
or Protecting Power rated Westertimke merely ‘satisfactory’, complaints 
from the prisoners themselves were few and far between. Among ratings 
Marlag was reputed to be the best camp in Germany.*” 

To airmen who had spent time in Wehrmacht compounds those of the 
Luftwaffe were almost invariably considered a good deal better. Though 
all eventually suffered from crowding difficulties, the hut-and-wire 
Stalag Luft camps were mostly purpose-built, and both officers’ and 
NCOs’ compounds were relatively well appointed in terms of accom- 
modation and amenities. Of the five in which British and Common- 
wealth aircrew were held, however, it was Stalag Luft III (Sagan), built 
in a Lower Silesian pine forest on flat, sandy soil in 1942, that was 
supposed to be the ‘showcase’ camp for the air force. 

Progressively expanded in size through the addition of new sections, 
Luft III was made up of huts designed to hold roughly between 100 and 
200 men, with separate compounds for officers and NCOs. The officers 
did better in terms of the occupant—space ratio in rooms as well as 
interior washing and latrine facilities; but all barracks were provided 
with adequate lighting and ventilation, tables, stools, and other useful 
accoutrements. Each compound, moreover, had a sports field. This was 
all certainly a vast improvement over Lamsdorf. ‘It was like moving off 
the gutter into a luxurious hotel’, Albert Jones remembered. Others 
compared the space and the ablutions quite favourably with other 
camps. Even relatively good places such as Stalag Luft I (Barth) and 
Oflag [XA/H (Spangenberg) were inferior by comparison. There were, 
of course, drawbacks. As elsewhere, crowding eventually became a 
problem at Sagan, only partially solved by the opening of new com- 
pounds. With the number of inhabitants increasing, the washing facil- 
ities, among other features, became overloaded, so that six cold-water 
taps had to serve for upwards of a thousand men in the officers’ 
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compound in early 1943. The lack of ground cover meant that a sea of 
mud could be created when it rained and dust clouds kicked up in 
summer. Some prisoners, furthermore, found that the looming pine 
forest on every side eventually produced an ‘utterly hemmed in’ or 
‘suffocating’ feeling. Nevertheless, in comparative terms Stalag Luft 
III, if no longer a ‘model camp’ after a while, was still a good place to 
be. As Pilot Officer B. A. James (who spent time elsewhere) accurately 
put it, the camp ‘probably had better conditions than most others in 


Germany’.*° 


Then there was Colditz. Given its reputation, one might expect Oflag 
IVC to be one of harshest of camps in terms of physical surroundings. 
To prisoners being escorted up from the local railway station to the 
castle it certainly looked forbidding enough. ‘With its high grey granite 
walls, barred windows, ancient towers, archways and moat,’ thought 
Tommy Catlow as he made the approach under escort, ‘it would fit 
naturally into the pages of a Bram Stoker novel.’ Going through succes- 
sive courtyard entranceways, Montagu Champion Jones wondered if 
‘Abandon All Hope Ye Who Enter Here’ ought not to be carved over 
the top of the main gate. Almost everyone who made his way there 
agreed that Colditz castle looked very daunting. Once inside, however, 
conditions were far better than outward appearances suggested.*" 

Having been used at various times in the recent past as a prison, 
asylum, and barracks, Colditz castle was already equipped to handle 
residents when it became Oflag IVC. It had piped running water, indoor 
flush toilets, showers, washbasins, stoves for heating and cooking, elec- 
tric light, and other modern conveniences. Neutral observers were gen- 
erally satisfied with the quarters in which the British were housed, even 
as prisoners gradually increased in number. ‘General impressions are 
favourable’, an American inspector reported after a visit in late 1940. 
Overall the place left ‘not a bad impression’, according to a Swiss 
representative after a visit in early July 1941. And after a tour in April 
1942, another Swiss observer concluded that ‘the general impression of 
this camp cannot be called bad’.*” 

As time went by, to be sure, various problems developed, which 
accounts for the absence of complete enthusiasm—and indeed a grow- 
ing level of dissatisfaction—on the part of neutral visitors in 1942-3. The 
increasing British population, in combination with normal wear and tear 
and a tendency among prisoners to dismantle plumbing and fixtures for 
escape purposes and other clandestine activities, meant that the toilets 
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and washing facilities became strained beyond normal capacity. The 
crowding difficulty was to some extent relieved by the transfer of non- 
British prisoners elsewhere in 1943, and even with more than sixty new 
British POWs who were then shipped in, conditions were nevertheless 
‘tolerably good’ again according to a Red Cross report of July 1944.7? 

Other problems, however, remained. Lack of sufficient generating 
capacity and poor wiring meant that while electric lighting was available 
in prisoners’ quarters—and often necessary even in daylight because of 
the small size of some room windows—the actual illumination provided 
was so limited that at night it became difficult to read. Lack of exercise 
space at Colditz was also an issue, the small cobbled interior courtyard 
being inadequate for most sports. A fenced area had been set aside for 
this purpose beyond the castle walls; but this was closed more often than 
not in response to various escape attempts and because of general 
security concerns. “The exercise facilities’, Swiss representative Rudolf 
Denzler wrote after a visit in May 1944, ‘are to all intents and purposes 
non-existent.”** 

Where did all this leave Oflag IVC in comparison to other camps in 
physical terms? Everyone sent there had already been a prisoner some- 
where else, and therefore had a basis for comparison. Some thought the 
quarters rather cramped and the darkness of the place oppressive, but 
most inhabitants who left records described Colditz in positive terms. 
‘Obviously for us,’ George Abbott pointed out an in interview with 
reference to SOE officers who had experienced Gestapo prisons, ‘Colditz 
was a paradise.’ Michael Alexander agreed: ‘I thought we were very well 
off there...’ Some of those from regular camps were indifferent about 
their new surroundings—Pat Fergusson found it ‘just another prison 
camp’, and John Hamilton-Baillie later remarked that it ‘wasn’t all that 
different from other camps’—but for many Oflag IVC compared well 
with other places. ‘I think it was the most comfortable prisoner of war 
camp in Germany,’ Edward Davies-Scourfield remembered, ‘because 
we weren’t terribly crowded (except at the very end), [and] it was a nice 
castle and not a nasty hutted thing in the middle of a swamp [i.e. 
Warburg].’ This was, to be sure, a comparison based on experience of 
some of the worst of the oflags. Yet those transferred from even the best 
of the regular camps could also rate Oflag IVC highly. Patrick Welch and 
Walter Morrison thought it much more comfortable than Stalag Luft III, 
despite the latter’s good reputation among RAF officers. ‘I think condi- 
tions of living at Colditz were probably better than in most other camps’, 
Hugh Bruce, a Royal Marine officer who had spent time at Oflag VB 
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(Biberach), among other places, reflected in an interview. ‘I think’, Billie 
Stephens wrote of Colditz, ‘that it was the best camp that I was in’— 
which placed it a rung or two above the well-regarded Marlag (O). As 
late as October 1944 a Swiss representative could report that ‘the interior 
arrangements are as good or better than in other officer camps’, going on 
to observe that ‘rooms are less crowded [than] for instance at [Oflag 
VIIB] Eichstatt.’*? 

In terms of accommodation and related physical conditions, there- 
fore, Colditz can be rated among the better places to which British 
prisoners of war were sent. One RAF officer, who had imagined the 
place to be a Straflager, found that ‘it came as something of a surprise to 
find that Colditz was in fact the most comfortable camp in Germany’. As 
Michael Burn, who was there in 1944-5, observed with respect to the 
post-war Colditz phenomenon, the aura surrounding Oflag IVC during 
the war and after made it out to be ‘much grimmer than it was, once it’s 


put alongside other camps’.*° 


The character and reputation of POW camps, however, depended not 
only on physical surroundings but also on how they were run. On paper 
the administration of POWs in the Third Reich was a model of bureau- 
cratic uniformity, and in certain respects this was true in practice. Under 
the umbrella of the German High Command, Oberkommando der Wehr- 
macht (OKW), a department was set up to administer prisoner-of-war 
affairs. One of the senior figures, Major-General Adolf Westhoff, later 
claimed he was doing his best to uphold the 1929 Geneva Convention 
governing the treatment of POWs. With some major as well as minor 
exceptions, the articles of the convention did indeed help shape the 
overall treatment of British prisoners of war in positive terms. Even 
after Himmler took over the direction of prisoner-of-war administration 
and handed it to SS Obergruppenfiihrer Gottlob Berger in the summer 
of 1944, most of the rules governing treatment derived from the Geneva 
Convention remained in effect.*” 

More influential in day-to-day terms than the mandarins of OKW and 
military districts were those officers tasked with the administration of 
individual camps. In accordance with the Geneva Convention each 
camp was assigned a commanding officer, the Kommandant. Under 
him would be a group of officers and NCOs responsible for such matters 
as camp security, translation, and prisoner counts, their number and 
function depending on the size and importance of the Lager concerned. 
Usually too old or otherwise unable to serve at the front, German 
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officers assigned to oflags and stalags varied in quality and competence. 
The best of them were men of honour who did their duty in a manner 
that balanced security considerations with the welfare of the prisoners. 
The worst were weak, bullies, or outright sadists who misused their 
powers in order to make life as difficult as possible for those under 
their control. The majority fell somewhere in between. All, however, 
had the power to order summary punishment such as time in cells and, 
in more serious cases, to initiate a formal court martial.*® 

The most important factor in determining the attitude and behaviour 
of a commandant was whether or not he saw his charges as worthy of 
respect. Those who did, and were willing to act accordingly, were often 
described as ‘old school’ by former POWs. With careers stretching back 
to an earlier, somewhat more chivalrous age, they truly believed in the 
concept of an honourable foe, and therefore in the international conven- 
tions governing the treatment of prisoners of war. Some had themselves 
been prisoners in the First World War. Those with less of a sense of 
honour, often younger and less competent men with an affinity for 
National Socialism who disliked the chivalric implications of the 
Hague and Geneva regulations, or men who simply felt threatened by 
prisoner complaints, could substitute vindictiveness for fairness. Less 
important, but still significant, was the commandant’s degree of self- 
possession and sense of humour: those unable to see the funny side of 
prisoner behaviour were the most likely to lose their temper completely; 
sometimes with dire results.*° 

The better army commandants were remembered by ex-prisoners 
in surprisingly positive terms. The man in charge of Oflag VIID 
(Tittmoning) in the winter of 1940-1, for instance, was called ‘generous 
and humane’, while the commandant at Oflag VB (Biberach) the follow- 
ing summer was labelled ‘very decent’.”° Oberst Schrader, in command 
of Oflag IXA/H (Spangenberg) two years later, stood out through his 
‘correct bearing’ and willingness to entertain proposals designed to make 
life more bearable.”’ 

The colonel in command of Stalag 383 (Hohenfels), the camp for non- 
working army NCOs, was by all accounts something of a model com- 
mandant. Reputed to have an English wife, Oberst Felix Aufmanner 
was, in the words of Sergeant J. M. McGee (RAOC), ‘first class, fair, 
impartial and [equipped] with a good sense of humour’. The latter trait 
was evident in an incident recorded in an Australian sergeant’s diary in 
the summer of 1943. ‘A chap presented himself at the gate with all his kit 
today,’ wrote Raymond Ryan, ‘and said that he wanted to go home. The 
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Comdt., however, was equal to the occasion and expressing his sym- 
pathy said the POW needed a change of surroundings—so he gave him a 
few days in the bunker.’ Even repeat offenders did not seem to dent his 
good humour. “The Comdt. met Lofty Willans as he returned from the 
bunker today’, Ryan later recorded. ‘He told him that if he attempted 
another escape he would put him across his knee and spank him.’ 
Willing to take the side of prisoners regarding brutality during a Gestapo 
search of the barracks, the commandant was given a glowing testimonial 
at the end of the war by the senior British prisoner present.°* 

The Luftwaffe prided itself on treating prisoners better than the army, 
and a number of Stalag Luft commandants were indeed praised after the 
war. At Stalag Luft I (Barth), Major Von Stachelski, described as ‘a 
humane and thoughtful man’, was relieved of command for being too 
friendly with his charges. A successor, Major Horst Burchardt, a 
‘German of the old school’ and reputedly a POW in the previous war, 
was also known to be a good sort. Pilot Officer B. A. ‘Jimmy’ James, 
cooling his heels in cells after a failed escape bid, found himself the 
object of a sympathy call. ‘Good morning, Herr James,’ Burchardt said 
in excellent English: “That was very bad luck. It was a good try and a 
very good tunnel. Better luck next time.’”’ Oberst Freiherr Friedrich von 
Lindeiner-Wildau, the commandant at Stalag Luft III (Sagan), was, as 
his title suggested, a ‘gentlemanly’ and quite Anglophile officer of the old 
school who also enjoyed good relations with the RAF. Two recaptured 
escapers languishing in the cooler were somewhat startled to receive a 
visit from Lindeiner-Wildau during which he presented them with a 
bottle of whiskey as a reward for the courage they had shown in cutting 
through the wire in daylight. The commandant at Stalag Luft VI 
(Heydekrug) was a good type, more or less able to understand Kriegie 
humour—an unusual trait—and willing on one memorable day to buy 
the entire NCO population of the camp a fizzy drink from his own 
pocket.?* 

Some commandants were remembered less fondly, but nevertheless 
respected as officers who knew their job. At Oflag XIIB (Hadamar), 
Oberst Lap, though ‘a martinet of the first order’, was considered by 
Edward Ward, a BBC journalist consigned to the camp, as ‘strictly fair 
and just in his treatment of us’.°> The man in overall command of 
Marlag und Milag Nord, the camp for naval and merchant navy person- 
nel at Westertimke, was for much of the war Kapitän zur See Schuer. 
Short, round, over 70 years of age, and sporting a goatee beard, Schuer 
was disliked on a personal level by some of those with whom he came 
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into contact. ‘He was a nasty little Prussian martinet’, Lieutenant David 
James recalled. Captain G. F. W. Wilson, the Senior British Officer and 
as such the prisoner who met him most often, described Schuer in 
his diary as ‘a very hot tempered, obstinate little man’ with a streak of 
ruthlessness. The commandant did, however, have a sense of humour— 
he laughed when he learned that he had been nicknamed Der Taschensh- 
lagschiff (the pocket battleship) by the camp dentist—and even those 
who found him irritating admitted that he did his job well. Lieutenant 
James conceded that Schuer was ‘always scrupulously correct’ in his 
dealings with prisoners. The SBO, despite numerous confrontations, 
admitted that ‘he has done his best to provide us with decent quarters 
and internal amenities’, and was quite sorry to see him replaced in the 
spring of 1944.°° 

Unfortunately there were also commandants who could make life 
worse for POWs. Adding to the bad situation at Oflag VIIC (Laufen), 
where the majority of captured BEF officers were housed in 1940-1, was 
the attitude of Oberst Von Frey, a tall, pompous Prussian who sported a 
monocle and clearly hated the British. Guards were ordered to shoot to 
kill to deter escape attempts and disorderly conduct. When the terms of 
the Geneva Convention were brought up, the commandant, who had a 
tendency to lose his temper and literally foam at the mouth, dismissed 
the document as something only ‘old women and pacifists’ could believe 
in.’ Oberst Blatterbauer, a rather gross Nazi placed in command of 
Oflag VIIB (Eichstätt) in 1942, tried at first to ingratiate himself with his 
charges. But when that did not produce the requisite level of docility 
among POWs he lost his temper and imposed what one report called 
‘small but annoying vexations’ in the way of new rules and restrictions.°® 
Two years later a neutral representative was arguing that the command- 
ant of Oflag 79 (Brunswick) was ‘not at all fitted for his present post’, 
going on to write that Oberst Strehle was ‘rather petty and narrow- 
minded’ as well as ‘afraid of taking any responsibility’.”° 

Colditz was no exception to the rule that commandants could make a 
difference to the experience of POWs for good or ill. Though rarely seen 
by the prisoners themselves, the three colonels placed successively in 
command of Oflag IVC nevertheless helped shape life in the place. On 
the whole their influence can be considered to have been relatively 
benign, especially in comparison to some of their more vindictive coun- 
terparts elsewhere. 

Oberstleutnant Schmidt, a Saxon his late sixties, was an old-school 
type who drove his staff hard. Though ‘more of a disciplinarian than he 
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should be’, according to the report of an American observer in the 
summer of 1941, the commandant would not tolerate dishonesty or 
any bending of the rules at prisoners’ expense. He once publicly repri- 
manded a Hauptmann for striking a cigarette—forbidden on parade— 
out of a British major’s mouth: ‘This unrestrained behaviour against an 
officer of higher rank was not correct.’ On contentious matters, such as 
prisoners saluting German officers, he proved willing to negotiate with 
the SBO and others rather than resort to force.°° His successor, Oberst 
Glaesche, who arrived in the summer of 1942, was something of a new 
broom at age 43. But while eager to impose his will on prisoners— 
midnight parades were instituted for a few nights until the camp popu- 
lation ceased its disruptive behaviour—he believed in the Geneva Con- 
vention and soon allowed his subordinates to pursue a more flexible 
approach to maintaining order in the castle. They were thus able, for 
example, to turn something of a blind eye to lesser infractions of the 
commandant’s order that ‘no catcalling, no hands in pockets, [and] no 
smoking’ be allowed on parade on pain of arrest and court martial. 
Edgar Glaesche was replaced in February 1943, however, because from 
an OKW perspective he had failed to impose sufficient discipline on the 
camp population. As one of his staff put it, he ‘lacked the aggression’ 
some observers thought necessary to impose order on ‘the unruly mob of 
prisoners we had at Colditz’.®? 

The last commandant, Oberst Prawitt, a man also in his forties, was a 
martinet, with regard both to prisoners and guards. He appeared more 
often than earlier commandants in the prisoners’ courtyard, and insisted 
on being saluted at attention. In retaliation for breaches of POW discip- 
line—deliberate on the part of the men concerned—he shut the camp 
theatre, curtailed exercise privileges, and even at one point turned off the 
electrical supply. On one occasion Prawitt was not above ordering 
guards to shoot at the upper windows from which POWs were shouting 
insults. This sort of thing gave him the reputation among prisoners of 
being a ‘swine’ (or ‘smarmy shit’, as Jack Best trenchantly put it). ‘He 
aims at ruling with a rod of iron’, the author of a Red Cross report from 
the early summer of 1943 bluntly stated. But, partly through the discre- 
tion of some of his subordinates, Prawitt too evidently learned the value 
of flexibility—-what his security officer called a modus vivendi—in his 
dealings with the population of Oflag IVC. Nine months later another 
Red Cross observer was reporting that the commandant, ‘although he is 


rather severe, behaves in a perfectly correct manner’.°” 
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Commandants were not the only Germans in authority who could influ- 
ence the quality of life in a particular camp. At Colditz, as in many other 
camps, it was the staff—the more junior officers and senior NCOs in 
charge of individual compounds or carrying out a particular function 
such as camp security—who affected day-to-day living most directly. 
Here too the inhabitants of Oflag IVC were, comparatively speaking, 
quite well off. 

The authority figure with whom the greatest number of prisoners in 
main camps came into regular contact was the Lager officer, who com- 
manded the count parades (Appells) and was responsible for maintaining 
order in a particular compound. As with their superiors, attitude and 
behaviour varied from very poor to first class. 

At Oflag VIIC (Laufen) the Lageroffizier followed the example of the 
commandant, ‘treating us extremely badly’, Hugh Bruce remembered. 
Even when the commandant was not so bad, as at Oflag VIIB two years 
later, his subordinates could still prove troublesome. The officer who 
regularly took Appell at Eichstatt was a martinet who lost his temper over 
the casual dress of British officer prisoners and soon earned their con- 
tempt. The NCO in charge of the aircrew non-commissioned officers’ 
compound at Stalag IVB (Miihlburg) in the last year of the war, nick- 
named ‘Piccolo Pete’, was widely disliked for his violent tantrums. ‘Put a 
foul-tempered old fox terrier into a pair of jackboots’, wrote Flight 
Sergeant Geoff Taylor, ‘and you have Piccolo Pete.’®? 

Those delegated to be in charge of working party (Arbeitskommando) 
camps, and thus not under the eyes of their stalag superiors, could 
sometimes behave like tyrants. The German NCO placed in charge of 
a 100-man peat-digging party at Konin, made up of prisoners from 
Stalag XXIB (Schubin) in 1940, Robert Gale remembered, turned out 
to be ‘a dark, introspective sadist’. An Unteroffizier in command of a 
several hundred prisoners working in a coal-mine—popularly known as 
‘John the Bastard’—rapidly became notorious throughout Upper Silesia 
for beating and shooting prisoners, especially when drunk. “Things have 
not improved’, Private G. R. Manners noted at one point in his secret 
diary, recording that the NCO in charge of his working-party camp near 
Strasbourg ‘has now armed himself with a piece of rubber piping for a 
truncheon, which he uses with the slightest provocation’. These cases 
were not, unfortunately, unique; not least perhaps because physical 
violence was one of the ways in which discipline was enforced in the 
Wehrmacht itself.°* 
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There were also Germans in authority whose behaviour changed 
according to circumstances, and not always for the better. On one of 
the Arbeitskommandos attached to the giant Hindenburg coal-mining 
operation sent from Stalag VIIIB (Lamsdorf), the Feldwebel in com- 
mand, remembered Fusilier Thomas Hughes, turned out to be ‘a real 
Jekyll and Hyde’: 


In his sober periods he was a real gentleman, nothing was too much trouble. 
Whenever we had a camp concert he would help us with the lighting, and obtain 
what he could in the way of costumes and other necessary items. Unfortunately, 
these sober periods didn’t last long. He would go on a drunken binge, when 
we wouldn’t see him for a couple of days. Then he would re-appear and make 
his presence felt in no uncertain terms, usually at about two or three A.M. 
barging into the room, kicking the slop bucket over, calling us swein-hunds, 
heaping curses on Churchill and the Royal Family, and [saying] how much 
better life would be if England would capitulate, join forces with Germany 
and crush the Russians. Then we would all have to form up outside while we 
had a roll-call.°” 


One of the most notorious figures at Lamsdorf was Joseph Kussell, 
better known as ‘Ukraine Joe’, an Unteroffizier in charge first of the 
Straflager and then, between 1942 and 1944, the RAF NCOs’ com- 
pound. Having earned a reputation for brutality in the Straf compound, 
he eventually began to take a pride in ‘his’ air-force prisoners, fiercely 
resisting outside interference in the running of the RAF compound and 
aiding in the acquisition of amenities. The threat of violence was never- 
theless always present, and Kriegies were always circumspect in their 
dealings with a man who never forgot a face. Arriving at Stalag VIIIB in 
early 1943, Sergeant Bill Jackson was warned by an old lag that ‘he 
doesn’t bother us much, but if you cross him he’s a bastard’.°° 

This advice was applicable to other German NCOs. ‘A harsh punish- 
ment which the Germans inflicted on some of our prisoners who were 
incorrigible regulation-breakers [anything from not saluting to talking 
back],’ Roger Coward noted of the ratings’ compound at Stalag XB 
(Sandbostel), ‘was to make the offender stand close to the warning 
wire near one of the guards’ towers. He might have to stand there 
for twelve hours at a stretch, for up to seven days. Many collapsed 
from sheer exhaustion.’ Sergeant Herbert Tuck recalled that at Stalag 
XXB (Marienburg) in 1940 even minor infringements of camp regula- 
tions would instantly result in similar retribution—‘standing with arms 
raised near the sentry box facing the wire perimeter’. Long spells in the 
cells and beatings, especially of non-officer prisoners, were also possible, 
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while manhandling a guard (even if in self defence) could result in court- 
martial sentences ranging from months to years in prison.°’ 

Other Germans in positions of authority treated prisoners with con- 
sistent decency. John Lawrence remembered how in November 1940 the 
officer in charge of Fort 8, part of Stalag XXA (Posen), ‘an Austrian 
major of the old school’, personally handed out to each recipient the first 
letters from England. ‘He was a fine old man,’ Lawrence added, ‘and 
many of us were sorry when he was transferred...’ Fort 13 at Thorn was 
also well run, Sam Kydd finding ‘very well disciplined [and] pleasant 
officers’ on staff from 1942 onward. Some of the Lager officers at Oflag 
IXA/H (Spangenberg) and even at Oflag VIB (Warburg), Captain John 
Mansel discovered, were quite sympathetic to the plight of prisoners. 
Later on the actions of the bad-tempered commandant at Oflag VIIB 
(Eichstatt) were offset to some degree by the behaviour of a sympathetic 
Foreign Office representative, Von Fetter.°° 

Good Germans could also be found beyond the main camps. Rittme- 
ister Prince Waldemar zu Hohenloe-Oheringen, responsible for one of 
the bigger working parties using prisoners sent out from Lamsdorf, 
Arbeitskommando E3 at Blechammer, was respected as an honourable 
and just officer. He proved willing to intercede on behalf of POWs when 
the demands of the civilian employer, the Upper Silesia Hydroworks, 
grew too great. Dismissed in 1943 for taking the side of prisoners too 
often, Hohenloe was popular enough to be invited to a POW reunion in 
London after the war. ‘He was a very fair man’, Fred Ayers remem- 
bered.°” 

German NCOs as well as officers could behave in a manner that 
generated greater respect, and even, in some cases, a degree of affection 
on the part of Kriegies. A sense of humour, along with strength of 
character and fairness, were the qualities that POWs most admired. 

In a Lamsdorf-drawn Arbeitskommando attached to a synthetic fuel 
factory near Auschwitz, one of the smaller sub-camps, AB 21, was run by 
a Feldwebel nicknamed ‘Romper’. An English-speaker, Romper had the 
rare ability to make jokes about POW transgressions. Whether warning 
his charges not to hang laundry on the camp warning wire—‘it’s not the 
Siegfried Line, you know’—or taking note of the Kriegie habit of dis- 
mantling the interior of huts—‘you’d better be careful, this place is only 
Gerry built—Romper was able to joke rather than just bawl orders. At 
the same time he possessed real moral authority, and could use it to 
effect when necessary. One day in 1943, Able Seaman Roger Coward 
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recalled, when a parade seemed to have gone on rather longer than 
necessary, prisoners starting catcalling: 

Romper stood this for a little while, then suddenly made a furious gesture for 
silence. Perhaps startled, perhaps just curious to know what he would say, the 
shouters were silent. The surrounding guards put ‘one up the spout’ to give 
emphasis to the order. Romper said in cutting tones, ‘Churchill must have had 
to sweep the gutters of the British Empire to have found a crowd like you.’ 
Which, untrue though it might be, we had to admit was a pretty good retort.”° 


Prior to the arrival of Piccolo Pete in the non-commissioned aircrew 
compound at Mülburg, the Lager NCO had been a youngish, previously 
wounded man, Unteroffizier ‘Blondy’ Schroder. He was initially disliked 
for his ‘arrogance and bloody-mindedness’, in particular his habit of 
smashing up Verboten shelving and laundry lines inside huts. Over time, 
however, a curious sense of comradeship developed between captor and 
captive, a baffled Blondy coming to appreciate the peculiar Kriegie sense 
of humour, airmen in their turn coming to respect their overseer’s sense 
of duty and basic fair-mindedness. An episode recorded by Geoff Taylor 
encapsulates the curiously affectionate relationship that developed: 

One wintry morning [in early 1944] we got Blondy to smile on parade. It 
was morning appell and a night’s snow lay about us as we stood shivering, 
awaiting the arrival of a German officer to watch the roll-call. As seems to be 
the universal custom of many senior officers of the services of the world, this one 
was late. 

Either to keep himself warm or to impress the supervising officer if he unex- 
pectedly arrived, Blondy began goose-steeping backwards and forwards across 
the snow-covered parade ground. Immediately a great and not altogether deri- 
sive cheer went up from the ranks of our barrack, which was echoed by neigh- 
bouring barracks also on parade. Undaunted, Blondy kept it up, his gleaming 
black jackboots flicking smartly against the white snow. The more we cheered, 
the more he grinned. 


Eventually Blondy became almost a mascot.” ! 

Security people were usually another matter. Among escapers in 
particular, security officers and NCOs were often heartily disliked. 
They, after all, were the ones who made it hardest to make a successful 
break, and tended therefore to be objects of particular suspicion. 

The officer in charge of security at Stalag Luft IV (Gross Tychow) 
was, according to one witness, often hysterical to the point of insanity in 
his hatred of RAF aircrew. His counterpart at Oflag VIB (Warburg), 
Hauptmann Radmemacher, was a pompous, temperamental, some- 
times also hysterical man who was thought to want to ‘cause as much 
inconvenience as possible’ to prisoners during searches.’* At Oflag 
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XIIB, near Hadamar, Hauptmann Forster shouted a great deal and was 
generally considered an unattractive character—‘though in fairness to 
him,’ BBC journalist Edward Ward reflected, ‘he did no more than do 
his job effectively.” Among naval officers at Marlag (O) at Westertimke, 
Leutnant Gtissefeld was described as ‘a pasty-faced, anaemic-looking 
sleuth, always with a drip on the end of his nose’, a ‘ghastly man’ who 
was ‘cordially loathed by everyone for his dishonesty, his oily, sneering 
manners and his constant prying’. But as David James later put it, ‘I am 
not sure he was anything worse than efficient at a job naturally unpopu- 
lar with us’.”* 

Even among security staff, however, there were those with enough 
personal integrity, strength of character, and sense of humour to gener- 
ate grudging acceptance among POWs. One of the best, in every sense, 
was Lagerfeldwebel Hermann Glemnitz, a tall, leathery man in his 
forties who was the senior security NCO at Stalag Luft III. A fluent 
English-speaker, talkative, observant, and patriotic, Glemnitz was both 
good at his job and truly concerned for the welfare of prisoners, per- 
suading his superiors to allow them to make furniture from Red Cross 
parcel crates, and even in one compound to build a miniature golf 
course. He was always upbeat and developed his own style of wit as a 
counter to Kriegie humour. ‘I hear that the Allies have selected Sagan as 
the place at which to open their Second Front’, he remarked in reference 
to the prisoners’ energetic tunnelling efforts. On noticing that a Kriegie 
had crept under a fire engine during a fire drill in a bid to escape, 
Glemnitz jumped aboard and had the engine driven round the bumpiest 
bits of the north compound. When the engine finally stopped at the gate, 
Glemnitz jumped down and said: ‘Herr Cross, I hope you enjoyed the 
ride. You must get down from under. The rest of the journey to the 
cooler will be on foot.’ He was also protective. One night in the spring of 
1943 Glemnitz personally rescued a drunken airman who had wandered 
out of his hut after lights out. To break the curfew was Verboten, the man 
was yelling and paying no heed to shouted orders to stop, and guards 
had begun to fire at him. Glemnitz appeared and ordered the guards to 
cease firing as he strode in, personally grabbed the offender, and bundled 
him off to the cooler before he could do himself any harm. ‘By war’s 
end’, Kingsley Brown wrote, ‘every one of us knew Hermann Glemnitz 
for what he was: a loyal German soldier, an incorruptible guard, and a 
man of good humour, maturity and judgement.’’* 

What then of the Lager and security officers at Colditz? As much 
through luck as through design, Oflag IVC had more than its fair share 
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of professional yet sympathetic officers who regularly encountered the 
POW population, as the proportionately large number of written and 
recorded recollections of the camp indicate. 

The chief Lager officer at Oflag IVC in the 1940-2 period—he retired 
with heart problems in 1943—was Hauptmann Paul Priem. An ex- 
schoolmaster rather too fond of the bottle, Priem was nevertheless an 
easygoing but quite shrewd soul who, in Pat Reid’s words, ‘possessed a 
rare quality among Germans—a sense of humour’.”” The latter attribute 
helped to produce a number of the more light-hearted moments at 
Colditz. In August 1941, for instance, after Lieutenant Airey Neave had 
been caught trying to bluff his way out of the castle in a home-made 
German corporal’s uniform, Priem announced at the evening Appell that 
‘Gefreiter Neave is to be sent to the Russian front’, which produced gales 
of laughter.” Some of his deputies felt that he did not do enough to 
enforce discipline among the prisoners, but Priem could use what Padre 
Ellison Platt called his ‘good humoured self’? to advantage. In March 
1942, when five British prisoners were found missing on Appell, Priem 
announced to the assembled contingent that Dick Howe, one of their 
number, had been shot while escaping. ‘He observed our reaction to this 
announcement,’ Platt recorded in his diary, ‘and probably deduced from 
our merriment that an actual escape had not taken place [the five were in 
fact still inside the castle] . . . our laughing told him much that he wanted 
to know.’ The following day the British held a mock funeral procession 
for Howe in the courtyard, which Priem watched ‘with all the good 
humour in the world’. Priem took the joke a step further by presenting 
the SBO with a letter of condolence and announcing before the assem- 
bled prisoners on Appell the next day that in future no funerals should 
take place without twelve hours’ notice. As Platt wrote, this sort of thing 
‘tickled our perverse sense of humour, and we laughed out loud’.’” 

Even better liked, though a much more serious fellow, was Hauptmann 
Hans Ptipke, present at Colditz down to 1945. Though capable of losing 
his temper on occasion, he was thought to be a ‘decent man’ (Peter 
Allan), a ‘reasonable sort of chap’ (Pat Fergusson), and even a true 
‘gentleman’ (Kenneth Lockwood). He made it known that he disliked 
giving the Nazi salute when it was made compulsory in July 1944, and was 
always ‘very correct’ (Hugo Ironside) and ‘straight’ Jimmy Yule). ‘One 
had a lot of respect for him’, Jack Best remembered. ‘He did his job 
perfectly all the time. He was a person you could admire.’’® 

Then there was Hauptmann Reinhold Eggers, the third Lageroffizier, 
who eventually became head of camp security. Another former school- 
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master, Eggers felt himself to be ‘a teacher dealing with a lot of unruly 
boys’.’? A cool, well-controlled, and intelligent man, he was widely 
distrusted within the British contingent as too smooth by half. Eggers 
appeared ‘sly’ (Pat Reid), ‘crafty’ (Kenneth Lockwood), ‘smarmy’ (Jack 
Best), ‘oily’ (Hugo Ironside), ‘a bit two-faced’ (John Hoggard), and ‘a 
bit of a two timer’ (Jimmy Yule). ‘I wouldn’t trust him as far as a barge 
pole’, Peter Allan remarked.’ The man himself put down the hostility 
he generated to the widespread but exaggerated Kriegie view that by fair 
means and foul he was personally responsible for foiling any number of 
escape attempts.®! Even those who did not like him admitted that he was 
only doing his job (albeit rather too well for their liking). “To give Eggers 
his due,’ Jack Best later conceded, ‘as security officer...he was always 
correct in his behaviour with us.’®* Eggers refused to be intimidated by 
booing and catcalling from prisoners, and handled a number of poten- 
tially explosive confrontations with dignity and tact. As the war pro- 
gressed, moreover, he became cautiously pro-British. ‘He was shrewd 
enough to keep his eye on the main chance and after the war he visited 
England where he was warmly entertained by many of his old P.O.W.s’, 
Miles Reid later explained. ‘He had escaped any criticism of his conduct 
as Colditz Security Officer, which says much for his skill in steering a 
steady course in dangerous waters.’®* 

Senior German NCOs at Colditz, such as Stabsfeldwebel ‘Mussolini’ 
Gephard, were admired as straight types, while the camp interpreter, 
Herr Hans Pfeiffer, his tenuous grasp of English a source of mirth, was 
pleasant enough for Pat Reid to decide to initiate a correspondence after 
the war.®* There were, to be sure, some angry types, such as Rittmeister 
Aurich, the second Lageroffizier (LO2) in the first years of the war. ‘He 
would blow up at the least provocation, as the prisoners very soon 
discovered,’ Eggers admitted, ‘and go literally blue in the face in a 
moment. He suffered from mortally high blood pressure, and was all 
for violence against his charges.’ Aurich, however, did not last long, and 
like other Germans inclined to blow up, was gleefully baited by prison- 
ers. The loss of dignity that resulted was, in Eggers’s view, far more 
significant (in terms of who was pulling the strings) than the chance for 
the individual concerned to let off steam.®? 

All in all, Colditz was generally well appointed and well run in com- 
parison to other places. The Wehrmacht staff ranked among the better 
groups of officers and NCOs in charge of British prisoners, helping to 
make it, in the words of Padre Platt, ‘better than other camps’ he had 
known. “To maintain discipline,’ Platt related in his diary, ‘they don’t 
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resort to a weak man’s refuge, petty tyranny; but treat us—after they 
have taken every precaution to prevent us escaping—as gentlemen who 


know the meaning of honour, and possess a gentleman’s dignity. 
g p g gnity 
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4 Leaders and Followers 


In any locality where there may be prisoners of war, they shall be 
authorised to appoint representatives to represent them before 
the military authorities... 


(from Article 43, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


In camps of officers and persons of equivalent status the senior 
officer prisoner of the highest rank shall be recognized as inter- 
mediary between the camp authorities and the officers and similar 
persons who are prisoners. 


(from Article 43, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Important as the commandant and his staff were to prisoner-of-war life, 
they were only part of the overall administrative framework within POW 
camps. Inside the wire at Colditz and elsewhere there was a recognized 
Senior British Officer (SBO), who in turn had staff members serving 
under him as adjutants, hut or room leaders, and committee officers. In 
the case of stalags, where the SBO—if one there was at all—usually 
would be a medical officer, leadership devolved on senior NCOs, chosen 
hut leaders, and, especially in the work camps, an agreed-on ‘man of 
confidence’ to liaise with the Germans. 

Allowing the prisoners their own staff was a practical concession for 
the Germans, since it allowed them to communicate via individual 
representatives rather than having to deal with prisoners en masse. It 
eased the administrative burden without, at least in theory, conceding 
any real authority.’ The SBO or other camp leader would represent the 
interests of the prisoners to the German staff, and at the same time be 
responsible for maintaining a basic level of internal camp discipline in 
terms of implementing instructions. Therein lay the difficulty for the 
British staff. On the one hand they were, either through rank or popular 
esteem, regarded by the prisoner population as the figures who would 
stand up for them. On the other, they were expected by the Germans to 
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keep order within the camps and thereby represent their captors’ inter- 
ests. The articles of the Geneva Convention, to which both sides claimed 
to adhere, and to which both senior British and German officers referred 
in complaining about or justifying behaviour, at best only masked the 
inherent ambiguity surrounding the role of senior British camp officials. 
Being camp leader, as an Australian soldier observed, was an inherently 
‘thankless job’, as the figure concerned ‘had to please the P.O.W.s and 
the Germans alike’.” 

Complicating an already difficult situation was the uncertainty sur- 
rounding the link between rank and authority among POWs. In theory 
all British prisoners were still subject to King’s Regulations. In fact the 
Germans only recognized seniority among prisoners when it suited 
them, which meant that ordinary Kriegies could behave more independ- 
ently—even defy explicit orders if they so chose—than when free. What 
this in turn meant was that the leadership of camp officials rested on 
everything from moral authority, through commonly agreed-upon rules 
of conduct enforced by popular opinion and/or camp police, down to 
physical intimidation by the leader’s minions or even (in extreme cases) 
appeals to the commandant. 

If all that were not enough, the nature and effectiveness of British camp 
management varied according to several other factors. Service back- 
ground, length and period of captivity, mean age, rank, social class, 
temperament, pre-war occupation, as well as the size of a camp— 
populations ranged from ten on a small Arbeitskommando to 10,000 at 
Lamsdorf—could all affect how prisoners responded to British as well as 
German authority. All of this meant that the nature and quality of British 
leadership could vary quite significantly. With few exceptions, it was the 
high standard of decision-making both at particular points and in general 
that prevented likely tragedy and made life better than it might otherwise 
have been at Colditz. 

Those prisoners in positions of responsibility within the stalag system 
faced both opportunities and challenges. On the positive side there were 
the benefits associated with being able to exert some control over the 
running of camp or hut life. Wielding authority, however circumscribed 
it might be, was a major step up from being completely helpless. The 
ability to influence events had definite psychological value, as well as 
offering potential material advantages. On the negative side there lurked 
the spectre of being seen by ordinary Kriegies, rightly or wrongly, as a 
stooge for the Germans or as someone willing to feather his own nest at 
the expense of others. Despite the pitfalls, some leaders did a remarkably 
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fine job of balancing the ambiguities of their position to the benefit of the 
prisoner population at large. 

One of the peculiarities of the compounds set aside for non-commis- 
sioned personnel of the RAF was the fact that there was rarely a clear 
hierarchy of rank present. Aircrew tended to be sergeants of one sort or 
another, producing a surfeit of NCOs (as against the comparatively few 
other-rank ground-crew types). Combined with the comparative lack of 
deference toward formal RAF rank displayed by hostilities-only aircrew, 
this meant that camp leadership arose from, and was maintained or 
changed by, the compound population. Being an RAF camp leader or 
man of confidence was not always easy. ‘If the elected [man] got on too 
well with the Germans he was accused of fraternising with the enemy’, 
Sergeant Frank Taylor noted of the situation in the Luftwaffe camps. 
‘On the other hand, if he failed to establish good relations with the 
hierarchy in the Vorlager [the German administration compound] he 
was criticised by his fellow Kriegies for not fulfilling his function as a go- 
between for, and representative of, the men.’’ It was therefore greatly to 
his credit that Sergeant James ‘Dixie’ Deans, once elected leader in the 
NCOs’ compound at Stalag Luft I (Barth) early in the war, maintained 
his authority there and later at Stalag Luft III (Sagan), Stalag Luft VI 
(Heydekrug), and Stalag 357 (Fallingbostel) until the spring of 1945. 

Deans, a fluent German speaker, was by his own admission interested 
in ‘keeping peace and quiet in the camp’, getting ‘everything to run 
smoothly’; which on occasion could involve dressing down Kriegies 
who had done something that placed them in unnecessary danger. 
After the rifle of an unsuspecting guard was fired by a prisoner sneaking 
up behind and pulling the trigger, Deans ordered that such activity cease 
before some bright spark got killed in the act. He also tore a strip off a 
prisoner who, on a wager, consumed an entire Red Cross parcel in one 
sitting—a criminal waste in view of how vital such parcels were to long- 
term survival. Most of the time, however, Deans was keeping, as he put 
it, ‘my finger on the pulse of the camp’, and doing all he could through 
interviews with the German authorities to better the conditions of those 
he represented. ‘His quiet but manifest honesty, purpose, and ability,’ 
wrote Australian pilot Ron MacKenzie, ‘combined with a very direct 
sort of charm gave him authority.” He was manifestly a patriot, working 
behind the scenes to further intelligence and escape work. On parade he 
would conduct himself in such a manner that he gave the impression that 
it was he rather than the Lageroffizier who enjoyed ultimate command. 
In one instance Deans subtly modified an order from the commandant 


128 | LEADERS AND FOLLOWERS 


and announced that ‘whole razor blades are not to be put in the pig 
swill’. (The Lageroffizier was happy that Deans had endorsed the order 
against sabotage but could not understand why the parade was laughing 
so hard.) Both the prisoners and the guards respected him immensely. 
Calton Younger, another Australian, who spent three years with Deans, 
recalled that over the entire time ‘I never heard a murmur against his 
benevolent despotism’.* 

In army compounds, meanwhile, a greater hierarchical consciousness 
often existed. The wider range of ranks present in the stalags, the 
proportionate number of senior sergeants and warrant officers captured, 
along with the high degree of respect for senior non-commissioned 
officers encouraged within the regular army, combined to produce a 
more authoritarian model of command and control. In essence, many 
senior NCOs—though on German sufferance—behaved as if they were 
in charge by right behind the wire, maintaining an immaculate bearing 
and the belief that they were still in the business of enforcing King’s 
Regulations.” 

The official rationale for keeping up appearances involved issues of 
cohesion and morale. As the early weeks of captivity had demonstrated, 
severe privation could lead to outbreaks of stealing and a general sense of 
every man for himself. Discipline meant restoring order and preventing a 
return to chaos. Furthermore, when things got better, adherence to 
military etiquette reminded Kriegies that they could still take pride in 
themselves as soldiers. Smartness and military bearing might also send a 
message to the Germans that Engländer were men to be reckoned with.° 

Not surprisingly there were suspicions in the ranks that the unofficial 
agenda among some senior NCOs was to improve their standard of 
living through helping the Germans to organize the camps, and by taking 
a greater share of scarce resources at the expense of the men. Cook 
sergeants and stores staff members were particularly likely to come 
under suspicion, while those who pushed too hard could be accused of 
being collaborationists—sometimes with justification.’ 

Yet there were plenty of sergeant majors whose manner, though fer- 
ocious, masked a genuine commitment to the welfare of ordinary pris- 
oners. ‘[T]he Senior British Warrant Officer in charge of the camp was a 
very smart and strict, had plenty of “‘bull’’ and had his own room and his 
own batman’, James Stedman of the West Kents remembered of his time 
at Stalag XXIA in 1942, going on to remark how this NCO ‘[g]ave you 
the feeling that you had to behave yourself or you could find yourself on 
a 252—a fizzer’. Stedman also noted, however, that this stalag ‘proved to 
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be the best camp that I was ever in’. Indeed, some of the greatest camp 
leaders were apparent martinets. The fearsome Bill Lord, an RSM 
captured at Arnhem, took control on arrival at the army compound at 
Stalag XIB (Fallingbostel), and ran it like a regular army camp through 
sheer force of personality and lungpower. ‘I watched him striding across 
the compound toward the gate,’ an RAF observer recalled, ‘a fine figure 
of a man, every inch a Regimental Sergeant Major. The bored German 
at the gate suddenly snapped to attention and held the door open for 
Lord, whose military bearing and personality commanded immediate 
attention even from the enemy.’ Warrant Officer Buller ‘Snakebite’ 
Cockfort of the Transvaal Scottish was a big, awe-inspiring NCO who 
insisted on cleanliness and orderliness in Stalag VIIIC (Sagan) while 
standing up to the Germans. The apparent harshness of his rule was 
sometimes resented by POWs, but his uncompromising willingness to 
confront the Germans was so irritating that he was repeatedly trans- 
ferred; all to no avail, as in each new camp he set about organizing things 
to his liking.® 

Other camp leaders and men of confidence, particularly in smaller 
settings, were less intimidating but still good at bearing their rank and 
representing the interests of the British over those of the Germans. Ed 
Annetts, another West Kents private, while on a working party out of 
Lamsdorf, found Troop Sergeant Major ‘Flash’ Emerton to be a more 
relaxed but equally effective camp leader. He ‘could maintain easy-going 
discipline without recourse to the big stick, provided no-one forgot that 
he was, after all, a sergeant-major in the British Army’. Recalling the big 
Arbeitskommando at Blechammer, Captain Julius Green, a dentist, was 
impressed by the leaders he observed in action. 


The W.O.s and N.C.O.s in general could not be faulted for their behaviour. 
Good-humoured, smartly turned out, ever watchful over the interests of the 
men under their care, they saw to it that the rations and the Red Cross supplies 
were distributed with scrupulous fairness. They drew a sharp distinction be- 
tween breaches of military discipline and good conduct which affected their 
fellows, and offences against the Germans. They settled the inevitable quarrels, 
which are bound to arise among men thrown together for years at a time, with 
understanding and firmness—not always according to King’s Regulations, but 
effectively... ° 


In the stalags too the senior staff could gain respect for the good job 
they did. Being man of confidence at the camp set aside exclusively for 
army NCOs at Hohenfels cannot have been easy, yet there was wide- 
spread agreement that Staff Quartermaster-Sergeant David MacKenzie 
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was well suited to the task. An even tougher assignment was running 
Lamsdorf with its tens of thousands of inmates and hundreds of work 
camps; nevertheless Regimental Sergeant Major Sidney Sherriff was 
widely respected. Tactful yet quietly confident, Sherriff was able to 
wring a significant number of concessions from commandants at Stalag 
VIIB. ‘He was a Dunkirk prisoner,’ Jack Pringle wrote, ‘whose perform- 
ance for five years in the administration, discipline, and welfare of the 
40,000 other rank prisoners under his command was one of the finest 
examples of character and leadership shown by any prisoner throughout 
the war.’’° 

Whatever the style, on the British side it was efficiency more than 
seniority that often ultimately determined who remained in leadership 
positions in camps run by the army and navy as well as the air force. The 
coercive element underpinning discipline in the services was largely 
missing behind the wire. Appeals for German support—though they 
did happen on occasion—were regarded as verging on treason, while 
recommending demotion or pay stoppages to the War Office through the 
post for those who broke the rules was highly controversial. Men there- 
fore often behaved more assertively behind the wire than they had done 
while on active service. ‘Many people think they can come and go as they 
please without restraint merely because they are POWs’, Staff Sergeant 
Raymond Ryan of Stalag 383 ruefully reflected in his diary late in the 
war.'! Despite greater deference to service rules in army other-rank 
compounds, and within Marlag (M) as well, in comparison to those of 
the air force, when men of any service were dissatisfied (which could be 
quite often) they usually took action. 

Sometimes this took the form of a complaint to neutral representatives 
visiting a camp, as when RSM Sherriff was falsely suspected of being 
involved in a kickback scheme at Lamsdorf involving the distribution of 
mail and Red Cross parcels. A more direct and common form of re- 
sponse to real or supposed injustice and ineffectiveness was for malcon- 
tents to stage a vote of no confidence when a camp leader or his 
subordinates became unpopular. These manifestations of grass-roots 
democracy could be raucous and sometimes even corrupt affairs, lacking 
as they did any regulatory framework. Yet the end result was generally 
considered decisive one way or the other: those who ignored the general 
will often finding themselves bypassed or even beaten up.!” 

This was why, when grumbling was on the rise, the more self-assured 
leaders sometimes offered to resign. When moaning increased at Hohen- 
fels, for example, QMS MacKenzie held a referendum in which only 300 
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of 4,500 prisoners voted to dismiss him. Even ‘Snakebite’ recognized the 
value of this tactic. When some Australian prisoners complained about 
the supposed harshness of his regime at Stalag VIIIC, Cockfort climbed 
on a table in their barracks and shouted: ‘Right, you bastards, if 
you want me to do so PII step down and you can elect your own camp 
leader.’ Knowing that there was nobody more capable of standing up 
to the Germans, the dissenters refused to take him up on this offer and 
grew quiet.'? 

The captors themselves could intervene either to get rid of a problem- 
atic camp leader or promote one who served their interests. Occasionally 
this might even benefit the prisoners too. In one of the stalags in Austria 
the camp leader, a sergeant major of the Black Watch, turned out to be 
ineffective. The compound lacked organization, bickering was constant, 
and fights were frequent. Eventually the commandant stepped in to 
replace him with a more effective man. But actively pro-German camp 
leaders parachuted in rarely lasted very long. At Stalag VIIA (Moosburg) 
the overtly collaborationist regime imposed on the camp and led by the 
infamous Sergeant Major Shanker from Corinth was overthrown after 
the prisoners elected their own man, and Shanker and his cronies had to 
be housed inside the German Vorlager for their own protection.'* 

The establishment, and especially the enforcement, of rules governing 
POW behaviour depended to a great extent on popular acceptance. 
Senior staff could make a difference through setting up camp police 
forces, investigating cases of disorderly conduct or theft, holding court, 
and handing down sentences. In cases involving collaboration a sanc- 
tioned murder might result; but official justice at the camp level was, by 
and large, humane—bearing in mind that, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, hut members often took matters into their own hands. In the 
RAF compound at Lamsdorf the humiliation of exposure for a man 
caught thieving (plus a warning that the matter would be taken up 
with the Air Ministry after the war if it happened again) was considered 
sufficient by the senior NCO, John Taylor-Gill, in 1941. Two years later 
in Stalag 383 a prisoner who was drunk and became abusive was simply 
made to scrub floors and cut wood for the camp hospital for six weeks. 
Even when stealing other men’s food was involved, usually considered 
the worst crime short of outright treason, official sentences were com- 
paratively lenient. At Laufen in the autumn of 1940 an officer caught 
filching rations was ordered by Brigadier Claude Nicholson to undergo a 
month of orderly duties without access to Red Cross parcels or conver- 
sation. When a prisoner was found eating his fellows’ bread ration at 
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Moosburg in late 1944, the man of confidence, a sergeant, refused to 
countenance any violence. Instead the guilty party was sent to Coventry 
and denied access to Red Cross parcels.!° 

Even with the best men in charge, though, it was not always possible 
to maintain peace, order, and good government in large camps. Among 
the tens of thousands of army prisoners taken in 1940-1 there were, 
inevitably, men with shady backgrounds, including convictions for theft 
and assault. Especially in the early, somewhat Darwinian days of captiv- 
ity, they were among the first to turn predatory. Gangs evolved, their aim 
being to further their own comfort through intimidation of others. The 
criminal element, often armed with razors, was a particular problem at 
Lamsdorf. The redoubtable RSM Sherriff admitted to Red Cross obser- 
vers that he was encountering ‘some difficulty’ in preventing crime 
within the massive confines of Stalag VIIIB. Even after the establishment 
of a police force in the winter of 1943, the camp was so big that gangs 
dedicated to extortion, racketeering, and worse could not be fully 
stamped out. ‘Anyone resisting the gang would be beaten mercilessly,’ 
Private John Elwyn of the Welsh Guards observed, ‘some having their 
faces slashed.’'° Over time some of these men came to be wanted by the 
Germans for assault and even murder, but in a camp as large as Lams- 
dorf it was possible for individuals to go underground before being 
carted off. They became outlaws who no longer appeared on muster 
rolls but who, through a mixture of fear and reluctance to turn any man 
over to the enemy, lived off others. !” 

Only the strong and the brave could cope with such predators. One 
night a gang ransacked the possessions of a former heavyweight-boxing 
champion in the Black Watch while holding a razor to his throat. Unfor- 
tunately for them he recognized some of the faces: 


Next day [Robert Gale remembered], accompanied by three of the toughest 
men in the camp, with weapons hidden about their persons, Jock called on the 
thieves. Standing in the doorway of their barrack-room, his henchmen solidly 
behind him, he said quietly, ‘I want my cigarettes and quickly!’ There was a long 
silence and then their leader smiled ingratiatingly and said, ‘Sure, you’ll find 
them under that bunk, Jock’. Jock entered the room without a word, pulled out 
two large suitcases of his belongings and departed with his silent bodyguards. 


Other episodes of a similar sort indicated that the razor-wielders could 
be physically seen off or intimidated into retreat by bigger men (some of 
whom themselves might be less than popular with their fellows). In one 
camp a group of thugs who routinely pilfered Red Cross parcels before 
they could be distributed to the rest of the prisoners was finally brought 
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to book after an Australian got his face slashed. ‘Sergeant Alan Snedden 
(a district cricketer from Western Australia, and the brother of Sir Billy) 
led an attacking party that night,’ G. R. Thompson explained, ‘with two 
results: within four days the Glasgow [toughs] were moved from the 
camp, and everybody received a 5o per cent increase in their rations.’ At 
Lamsdorf itself a group of New Zealanders eventually disarmed one of 
the worst of the gangs, a bunch of angry Canadians beat another Glas- 
gow mob into submission, and with the help of an exposé in the POW- 
run camp paper Stimmt, a third extortion ring was broken up.'® But 
serious crime, even murder, continued to occur at Stalag VIIIB, as 
Ed Annetts discovered in the last winter of the war: 


A particularly disturbing incident took place one evening while I was in the loo. I 
heard another man come into the latrine which backed on to the one I was using. 
Within a few moments there was a rush of what sounded like two pairs of boots. 
There followed a series of dull thuds, strangled, agonised cries, and much 
grunting from violent exertion. Then all went quiet, except for a sudden heavy 
splash, as of a body being dropped into the deep, flowing trench below the 
seats...It was, for me, the blackest moment of all those years. 


As the camp was being evacuated in February—March 1945, gangs were 
still at work. “They go to sleeping men,’ Dr John Borrie was told by 
Sergeant Jan Romans, ‘stealing wallets and watches from under their 
pillows. If they resist their faces are slashed.’’° 

Despite this, however, other-rank camps—including Lamsdorf, when 
taken as a whole—were usually quite orderly places. The existence of the 
Geneva Convention, providing as it did a set of mutually agreed-upon 
basic conditions, plus visits from the Protecting Power (first the United 
States, then Switzerland) and the International Red Cross, helped a 
great deal. Yet without the efforts of competent and incorruptible 
NCOs like Deans, Sherriff, Cockfort, and others it is not difficult to 
imagine that life inside stalag compounds would have been far worse 
than it turned out to be. 


According to the Geneva Convention the authority of SBOs in officer 
camps and compounds derived from seniority. As with non-commis- 
sioned men of confidence, however, commissioned camp leaders were in 
the tricky position of being seen to represent German as well as British 
interests. The commandant would see the SBO or his designated subor- 
dinate as a means to ease the burden of administration and control— 
something in the prisoners’ interests too, in terms of preventing chaos 
and minimizing contact with armed guards. The prisoners, on the other 
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hand, looked to the camp leader to represent their interests in the inevit- 
able battle of wills over everything from Red Cross parcel distribution to 
the creation of recreation facilities. Furthermore, as the prisoners them- 
selves were split on issues surrounding confrontation with the enemy, 
and were sometimes divided by age or background into cliques, what 
could be seen as a fine job by one group might be seen by another as 
overly aggressive or by another group as practically collaborationist. 
SBOs were not elected, and it was they who appointed subordinates. 
Nevertheless, maintaining order while at the same time earning the 
respect of the camp population was a task requiring leadership that 
rested on more than simple seniority. 

Though rarely serving as SBO himself (paradoxically, because he was 
considered too exalted in status), Major-General Victor Fortune, the 
most senior British Army prisoner in successive oflags between 1940 and 
1945, was in a strong position to influence affairs by virtue of his rank. 
First incarcerated at Laufen, General Fortune was not afraid to remon- 
strate over the awful conditions BEF officers faced there, nor—al- 
legedly—to insult the Führer in front of the commandant when for his 
pains he was placed under constant armed guard within the camp. 
According to Terence Prittie, who was with him at Oflag VIIC/H, 
Fortune ‘was an inspiring personality, completely unwavering at all 
times and lending some of his own overbrimming confidence to those 
of us who had become slack and war-weary in mind. “The General” 
provided all officers with an epic example of how it should be possible 
to lead the life of a prisoner-of-war without loss of dignity and self 
respect.’ 

Fortune was also capable of forcing the Germans to change tack, as he 
proved at Oflag VB (Biberach) in the summer of 1941. When a consign- 
ment of Canadian Red Cross parcels arrived, the commandant insisted 
that the tins contained in each parcel be opened to make sure there 
was no contraband—escape equipment—contained in them. This pre- 
sented enormous storage problems for the prisoners, and Fortune de- 
cided on a strategy designed to make the commandant reverse the 
policy. Jack Champ, who would end up at Colditz, described how this 
was done: 


The directive from the Kommandant had stated that if we did not wish to draw 
certain items we could leave them in a store with our name on them, to be 
opened when we drew them out. All others were to be opened in front of us. 
Fortune’s strategy was for each officer to claim his parcel at the store, and point 
out the tins required. Just as the corporal was about to open the tins, the British 
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officer would change his mind and decide to draw out different tins. When he 
had finally made up his mind he would take out a piece of paper and carefully 
note down what tins he had deposited. This all took time, and by midday only 
twenty-five parcels had been drawn. As there were more than 800 of us in the 
camp it was obvious that they would never get through. This was pointed out to 
the Kommandant, and he finally consented to issue the remaining parcels with 
sealed tins.” 


Victor Fortune was also a force for good at Oflag [IXA/H (Spangen- 
berg) in the middle years of the war. It was through his efforts that all- 
day parole walks in a nearby forest were allowed. These group outings 
were ‘ostensibly to study trees’, Captain Prittie remembered, but were 
‘actually to pick fruit and enjoy the sun and space that was the nearest 
approach to freedom that many of us experienced in nearly five years’.?? 

Forcefulness, however, was not appreciated by those who thought it 
misplaced. When the general was sent to Oflag XIIB (Hadamar) he 
found a camp population that he thought was too slack, and set about 
creating a more aggressive regime. Boots were to be polished and caps 
worn on parade to impress the Germans and improve morale, and a 
more aggressive attitude in general taken toward the enemy. One of the 
first to feel the effects was the Second Earl Haig, who was told that ‘I was 
not smart enough on parade and that...the son of a Field Marshal 
should be showing a better example’. There were also wider repercus- 
sions from the new order of things. ‘Our easy democratic way of running 
the camp was altered, the easy relationship that had existed between the 
Germans and ourselves was upset’, Haig later wrote. ‘A rift appeared 
between the Camp Commandant and the new senior British officer.’ 
This did not go down too well with some other junior officers. Edward 
Ward, a BBC journalist, recalled 


a degree of military discipline which a good many of us found somewhat 
distasteful after the free-and-easy days of Italy. This was supposed to maintain 
‘morale’. Personally—and I know many of my fellow P.O.W.s felt the same—I 
felt quite capable of looking after my ‘morale’ myself. Discipline on our twice- 
daily roll-calls was so strictly observed that many of the less military-minded 
began to wonder whether they were supposed to be German or British 
parades... 


Ward and others were far from happy when it transpired that ‘anyone 
who turned up late was given a sound telling-off by the British executive 
officer’.”? 

Grievances of this sort were in part simply a result of the differences in 


style that emerged in various camps, alternative ways of doing things that 
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could generate friction when different groups of ‘old lags’ were suddenly 
dumped together. They were also sometimes a reflection of social and 
professional distinctions. At Laufen in 1940, for example, marine and 
army officers clashed because of different ideas about how things should 
be run. There were also subdivisions within army ranks. Ellison Platt, a 
Methodist padre, noted in his diary on arrival at Colditz in early 1941 
just how cliquish army officers could be. ‘In all the other officers’ camps 
I know,’ he wrote, ‘certain elite sets have segregated themselves and lived 
in indigent but pompous isolation. At Spangenberg...the ‘‘Regulars”’ 
were exclusive to a degree. Most of them were badly bitten by the bug of 
which the Regular Army has never been deloused—Territorialphobia! A 
Territorial is some incredibly low form of life, always to be spurned...’ 
Even among Regular officers, who had almost all gone to public schools, 
the Old Etonians were in a class by themselves. “They ate together; 
paced the exercise ground in twos, threes or fours; attended the same 
lectures; and went to the Abort [lavatory] together.’** 

Even more significant were differences in age and rank. At a number 
of oflags some of the younger officers felt that the more senior majors 
and colonels placed comfort and stability over duty and audacity. At 
Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch Triibau), for instance, James Chutter, a South 
African chaplain, noted that ‘a group of senior officers who were said 
to do themselves very well were commonly known as the “U-Jack 
Colonels”’.’ The older officers for their part saw their juniors as rebelli- 
ous youths who refused to respect the seniority system and did not 
think before they acted.” Even a leader as admired as Victor Fortune 
could be, as we have seen, occasionally thought to be too much the 
Regular Soldier. 

Another very senior officer who was lauded for doing a fine leadership 
job while a prisoner was Wing Commander H. M. A. Day. Shot down in 
October 1939, Harry ‘Wings’ Day was camp leader at various points in 
Spangenberg, Oberusel, Barth, Schubin, and Sagan, until his part in the 
Great Escape in March 1944 landed him in Sachsenhausen concen- 
tration camp. A man of infinite patience and considerable tact, Day 
was able to keep naturally rambunctious aircrew from going too far 
with each other or the guards, as well as imposing controls on individual 
activity designed to maximize the chances of successful escape.’ Day 
was usually capable of getting what he wanted from the Germans too. In 
1943, for instance, in return for his agreement to curtail the Kriegie habit 
of dropping razor blades into the pigswill and straggling onto parade, 
Wings was able to extract a promise from Von Lindeiner for more fresh 
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vegetables and red meat for the prisoners’ rations. ‘Over the ensuing 
months [at Sagan],’ Kingsley Brown reported, ‘we ate better than we 
had since any of us had arrived in the camp... °” 

At the same time Day made it clear that, if pushed by the Germans, he 
would push back. While a new compound was being built at Stalag Luft 
III a body of prisoners, including Day, was temporarily sent to Oflag 
XXIB (Schubin). When he found the Wehrmacht commandant to be 
‘completely unhelpful’ about improving the filthy state of the ablutions 
and on other matters, Wings made it his business to generate as much 
inconvenience as possible (‘we’re going to get out of this place’, he 
announced to all and sundry). German efforts to have him replaced 
were thwarted through popular resistance, and even when more senior 
RAF officers were captured, it was clear that he knew his business 
sufficiently well to continue as camp leader.”® 

Yet even Day and his staff did not escape occasional censure. RAF 
prisoners, increasingly hostilities-only aircrew, were an independent 
bunch, and sometimes could be suspicious of a camp social and com- 
mand structure that appeared insufficiently accommodating. “There was 
a definite hierarchy within [Stalag Luft III],’ Martin Smith noted on his 
arrival there in the summer of 1942, ‘with the regulars and short-service 
officers placing themselves above the RAFVR and the wartime volun- 
teers.’ Here as elsewhere the ‘old lags’ might appear to look down on ‘new 
boys’, and divisive cliques based around which camps Kriegies had come 
from could arise when new compounds were opened. In the NCOs’ 
compound at Barth it rapidly became clear to Alan McKay that seniority 
depended on length of time ‘in the bag’, and that recent arrivals ‘were at 
the bottom of the Lager’s social structure’. Smith was shocked to discover 
at Sagan that a classmate and childhood friend of his who had been a 
POW since 1940 regarded him with some disdain. ‘He was very senior in 
the camp and part of the Wings Day crowd. He obviously did not wish to 
know a new Kriegy pilot officer. I had the distinct impression that he 
would have liked me to call him “Sir”? whenever our paths crossed but 
I did not have much time for such ego-boosting . . . °”? 

Day himself was not immune from criticism, and early on in his time 
in Germany was even accused of using his rank to make himself more 
comfortable. The permanent staff at Dulag Luft, the RAF officers who 
ran the compound for aircrew coming out of the interrogation block and 
awaiting transfer to a permanent camp, were viewed with a great deal of 
suspicion. To newly arrived prisoners they seemed too sleek, too com- 
fortable, too well-fed, too much in-the-know; and it was widely believed 
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that some, if not all, were feathering their own nests at the expense 
of others or even engaging in outright collaboration. This was rarely in 
fact the case, but rumours of shady goings-on were quickly accepted as 
fact. As SBO at Oberusel early in the war, Day came under suspicion, 
receiving an open letter from a colleague at Stalag Luft I (Barth) accus- 
ing him of hoarding Red Cross and personal parcels for his own use 
rather than distributing them to the permanent camps. When trans- 
ferred to Barth in 1941 along with other Dulag staff members, Day 
was initially viewed with scorn. ‘One day that summer,’ B. A. James 
remembered, ‘a tall, lean wing commander with taut upper lip and 
narrowed eyes strode through the gate, followed by about eighteen 
assorted British prisoners, to the accompaniment of some boos, snide 
remarks and hostile looks from a number of the onlookers.’ Only when it 
became clear that the Oberusel party had been removed to Barth be- 
cause they had tried to escape did Day come to be viewed in a generally 
favourable light.*° 

There were, however, still those who questioned what he did as senior 
man. Though Day was himself an escaping type and did all in his power 
to support viable schemes, at Oflag XXIB (Schubin) he probably disap- 
pointed some hard-core pioneers when he forbade the use of a tunnel. 
He suspected that its existence was known to the Germans, and that they 
were merely waiting for a break in order to shoot a few prisoners ‘while 
trying to escape’, as an example to the rest of the camp.”’ Free spirits 
also took exception to his supporting Roger Bushell, head of the escape 
organization at Luft III, who insisted that ‘goon-baiting’ on parade cease 
in case it led to measures that would make breaking out more difficult.*” 
A wider constituency disagreed with Day’s handling of the main trading 
racket at Sagan. Popularly known as ‘foodacco’, it was run by two 
enterprising young officers on a for-profit basis (cigarettes were the 
currency), but was nevertheless heavily used in order to obtain anything 
from soap to sugar. There were, however, some complaints regarding 
capitalistic excess, and Wings decided to hold a referendum on whether 
or not to ‘nationalize’ the business. ‘It was a spirited campaign on both 
sides,’ Kingsley Brown wrote, ‘with all the overtones of the classic “‘free 
enterprise versus socialism” debate. There were soapbox speeches, a 
plethora of rhetoric and scathing editorials pinned to the latrine wall.’ 
The vote went in favour of the status quo, but Day nevertheless decided 
to nationalize the business. The reason for this—using the profits of the 
new concern to help the escape committee—was not always known, and 
if discovered not always seen as acceptable. The action demonstrated 
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the extent to which a hierarchy existed inside the wire, and some prison- 
ers wondered aloud if Day was verging on megalomania.** 

Those who grumbled about Day as dictator, however, did not know 
how much more aggressively interventionist an SBO could be. The 
Senior British Officer at Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch Triibau) was Colonel 
M. C. Waddilove. “The position of SBO at a camp in Germany where 
there were nearly two thousand officers was not one to be envied,’ wrote 
Philip Kindersley, ‘and we were lucky to have an officer who religiously 
defended our rights and who refused to cooperate with the Germans 
unless they cooperated with us.’ An example of what this meant in 
practice occurred when the commandant tried to institute snap Appells 
in order to deter escape activities. Waddilove responded by instructing 
the camp population to ignore orders to form up other than at the 
normal morning and evening parades. Several officers recalled the 
resulting battle of wills: 


The German order to form up came through at about eleven o’clock, but none 
of us moved out of their rooms. The German officers walked up and down, and 
the guards fell in to their usual positions on the stairs round the gymnasium, but 
no one appeared. The commandant completely lost his temper and raved at the 
SBO, who regretted that it was impossible for him to get the officers on parade. 
The Germans were kept waiting for three hours before the SBO gave the order 
to get on parade. The Germans never tried that experiment again.** 


Even more pugnacious was the officer Waddilove made ‘escape dicta- 
tor’, Lieutenant-Colonel David Stirling, founder of the SAS, under 
whom every aspect of camp life was controlled in the interests of escap- 
ing activity—with no exceptions allowed. For restless junior officers all 
this was a good thing—‘a splendid example’, as one among them put it, 
‘of the power of moral and passive resistance by unarmed men in the face 
of their armed enemies who also controlled their food supply’.*? Some of 
the older and more senior officers, however, notably those in the Indian 
Army, were less than pleased at finding their creature comforts under 
threat and their freedoms curtailed.*° 

Not all Senior British Officers, however, were as aggressively in favour 
of escaping. Alan Campbell, who shortly would be sent to Colditz for 
breaking out of Spangenberg, recalled a conversation with the SBO in 
1941. ‘Are you intending to escape?’ Campbell was asked, and when he 
indicated that he might be, the SBO made his position on the matter 
very clear. ‘Please do not’, Campbell remembered him saying. ‘We are 
comfortable here and do not wish to lose our privileges, our parcels, our 
walks. That is an order.’ To the senior officers concerned it was often a 
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matter of placing the interests of the camp population as a whole over 
those of particular individuals. Discouraging words, moreover, could be 
misinterpreted to mean a sit-out-the-war policy rather than—as was at 
least sometimes the case—the need to submit personal breakout plans to 
the escape committee for approval. To restless individualists like Camp- 
bell, though, discouraging words could sound like outright cowardice.*’ 

Captain Graham Wilson, RN, the SBO at both Sandbostel and Wes- 
tertimke, was a case in point. In many ways he was a model British 
representative. “The Senior Officer has a most difficult hand to play,’ 
Lieutenant David James, RNVR, noted in his memoirs, ‘and he played it 
with consummate skill. He always succeeded in getting the maximum 
out of the Germans consistent with the maintenance of our dignity.’*® 
Wilson was a man who took justifiable pride in keeping the officers’ 
compound shipshape. Unfortunately he sometimes went rather far in 
the way of controlling the conduct of junior officers. Many prisoners 
were ambivalent or even hostile to escape attempts because of the 
reprisals that they brought down on the camp population as a whole. It 
was, however, an officer’s duty to try to escape, and by extension the 
SBO’s business to support rather than oppose attempts to break out. 
Captain Wilson, however, evidently thought that certain escapers were 
in the same league as officers who misbehaved on parade: troublemakers 
who deserved to be punished for putting their own interests ahead of the 
camp population as a whole.*” 

In late 1941 Lieutenant Hugh Bruce, a Royal Marine who would 
eventually land in Colditz, was planning his first escape from Sandbos- 
tel, a low-risk venture involving switching identities with an RN rating 
going out on a working party. But when he took his plan to the SBO: ‘I 
was in for a rude shock because when he’d heard this story of how I was 
intending to escape he told me that the camp was very stable, and 
pleasant, and he didn’t want anything to disturb that situation.’ Lacking 
the support of the senior officers Bruce went ahead anyway, but was 
recaptured. In the autumn of 1942 Lieutenant Tommy Catlow, RN, 
took part in a tunnel break from Westertimke. He was recaptured and, 
after being escorted back to Marlag (O), was told that he was being sent 
to Colditz. The parting words of Captain Wilson apparently were: 
‘Goodbye, Catlow, you’ve asked for it and you’re going to get it.”*° 

Other Senior British Officers were known to go overboard on occasion 
in trying to maintain discipline behind the wire along regular service 
lines. In part this was doubtless just the result of failing to see that power 
inside an oflag was not the same as military authority in the outside 
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world. It may also have had to do with overcompensation for feelings of 
inadequacy at having had to surrender command to the enemy. Failures 
of communication and plain bad luck also played a role. Whatever the 
reasons, some very questionable decisions unrelated to escape were 
made on occasion by certain SBOs.*! 

Due to a series of personal misunderstandings and bureaucratic errors 
a breakdown in relations occurred between the Senior British Officer at 
Stalag Luft I (Barth) on the one hand, and a party of NCOs who had 
been sent from Stalag Luft VI (Heydekrug) to act as officers’ orderlies on 
the other. Angered by the ‘very truculent and un-Service-like attitude’ of 
the sergeants concerned, the wing commander in question decided to 
put them on a charge. This resulted in the NCOs being reduced to the 
ranks and, with German agreement, sent back to Heydekrug in early 
1944. Friction between orderlies and officers occurred elsewhere, in- 
cluding at Colditz, as did overt criticism of those with commissions 
when it appeared that men were being ‘mucked about’. In this case the 
available evidence suggests that, while the NCOs on charge were indeed 
being obstinate and generally difficult, the SBO overreacted in a major 
way. As far as can be ascertained, the Air Ministry did nothing to 
confirm his actions when news of the affair surfaced in London.*” 

Though mostly a camp for other ranks, as its title implies, Stalag VIIA 
(Moosburg) held over r00 British officers in a separate compound in the 
middle war years. Late in 1944 one of them was caught stealing food 
from another. This was not an unknown problem in POW camps, but in 
this case the SBO—a Regular Army man—chose a highly unusual course 
of action. After holding a formal court of inquiry, he announced that a 
record of the affair would be handed over to the authorities at the end of 
hostilities to provide evidence for court martial proceedings against the 
culprit. The threat of a possible post-war court marital was one thing; 
announcing it as a certainty was quite another. The prisoner concerned 
could do nothing to pay for his crime, which meant he could not reinte- 
grate into normal Kriegie society. Worse yet, knowledge that a court 
martial awaited him removed the one great hope of POWs everywhere— 
freedom at war’s end. In the words of one of those present at the time, 
‘nothing could have been crueller’. Even the officer from whom the man 
had stolen thought this action excessive, and a petition was drawn up 
asking the SBO to reconsider. Having announced his decision, the SBO 
refused to change his mind, even though the guilty man showed signs of 
severe mental strain as a result. The handling of this case was rightly 


. . 43 
considered ‘disastrous’. 
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Unfortunately there was an even worse course of action available to 
discipline-conscious SBOs, as an episode at Oflag VIIC/H (Laufen) four 
years earlier had already shown. One evening in their first winter of 
captivity a group of young officers managed to become somewhat inebri- 
ated, and in this state one of them wandered off, singing loudly. A verbal 
altercation with the adjutant ensued, and the matter was reported. In- 
stead of verbally tearing strips off the offender, the Senior British Officer 
chose to hold a formal court of inquiry. When the man’s messmates 
refused to testify against a brother officer, the SBO asked the command- 
ant to intervene, resulting in several days in the cells for the unhappy 
chorister. To involve the Germans in internal disciplinary affairs in this 
way was widely regarded by officers as out of the question, and in 
this particular case the SBO’s action was seen as simply ‘unforgivable’.** 

Fortunately, most camp leaders and those they chose as subordinates 
exercised their power more judiciously, and by and large acted in ac- 
cordance with the general will. After an officer was shot by a guard while 
innocently sketching at Laufen, for example, the SBO not only protested 
through formal channels but also went along with the popular desire to 
snub the Germans at every opportunity.“ Moreover, though they might 
grumble, most officer prisoners recognized that individual freedom 
might have to be subordinated on occasion to wider camp interests. At 
Oflag VIID (Tittmoning), where the German staff were decent types, it 
was believed legitimate for the SBO to insist that prisoners be punctual 
and orderly during the twice-daily Appell parades in order to present 
a military bearing in front of the enemy and free up time for other 
activities. Nor was it considered unbecoming for an SBO-sanctioned 
committee to try to regulate gambling at Oflag VIIB (Eichstatt) after 
officers began to get into serious debt. At Oflag 79 (Brunswick) the 
Senior British Officer was seen as entirely justified in protecting 
the power supply for the secret radio by banning the individual tapping 
of the camp’s electricity for cooking purposes, after the commandant 
had threatened to turn the current off because of the power drain 
incurred.*° 

These, however, were all regular camps. Colditz, as a Sonderlager, 
a special camp, presented unique challenges for an SBO and his 
subordinates. 


Camps and compounds containing a significant proportion of middle- 
aged officers captured early in the war tended to be more sedate and 
settled than those with younger, more energetic populations who had 
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often been in captivity a shorter time. The contrast was strikingly evident 
at Oflag IXA/H (Spangenberg) and Oflag VIB (Warburg) in 1941-2, 
when contingents of junior RAF officers were placed among mostly 
senior BEF officers. The air force captives, as one of their number 
admitted, behaved like ‘an undisciplined and unruly mob of overgrown 
schoolboys’, while the senior captains, majors, and lieutenant-colonels 
appeared to some to be willing to quietly sit out the war in relative peace 
and comfort.*’ Differing service styles were party responsible for this, 
but age, length of time in captivity, and social background (school and 
regiment) could also produce similar contrasts of temperament and 
attitude in oflags where only army or navy officers were present.*® 
Even in the stalag luft compounds, where the mean age was lower and 
the proportion of wartime officers higher than in other camps, there were 
clear distinctions. Some RAF types acted as though the war really was 
over for them, as against those who believed that everything possible 
should be done to inconvenience the enemy as a means of continuing the 
struggle. There were also plenty of social and other distinctions.*” 

Colditz, meanwhile, was in a class by itself. Almost all of its inhabit- 
ants had been sent there because they had made themselves a nuisance 
in other camps, primarily through escape attempts. What this meant was 
that, irrespective of service, those at Oflag IVC tended to be cut from 
similar cloth. Exceptionally restless elsewhere, they found themselves 
among like-minded officers in the Sonderlager. 

Airey Neave, future MP and back-room brain behind the rise of 
Margaret Thatcher to the Conservative Party leadership, had as a pris- 
oner been considered something of a dangerous maverick until sent to 
Colditz in 1941. ‘It was stimulating to live in this hive of industry’, Neave 
remembered, going on to stress how he now felt ‘that I need no longer 
fear the indulgent smiles of those who were content to lead a vegetable 
existence’.*° The legless air ace Douglas Bader, captured a few months 
after Neave became the first British prisoner to make a home run from 
Oflag IVC, proved to be an exceptionally rambunctious guest of the 
Reich. He was so great a troublemaker that even some of his fellow flyers 
were privately relieved to see him packed off. ‘We were pleased to get rid 
of him’, one pilot stated bluntly. Once in Colditz, however, Bader found 
himself only one of a host of Deutschfeindlich prisoners with energy 
to burn.*! 

The personal background of those sent to Oflag IVC could vary 
immensely. As well as service career officers, Miles Reid explained, 
there were ‘academics, engineers, lawyers, accountants, schoolmasters, 
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actors, industrialists, farmers and writers’. Fortunately, this diversity of 
pre-war employment and the concomitant implications in terms of class 
gradations did not seem to matter much, especially in the early years 
when the British contingent was small. ‘My present judgement’, Padre 
Ellison Platt happily noted in his diary shortly after his arrival at the 
castle in January 1941, ‘is that [in contrast to other oflags] there are none 
who regard themselves as being of different clay from the rest.’°* What 
bound the men of Colditz together and created a strong sense of cama- 
raderie was a common refusal to passively accept their status as captives. 
They had almost all done something to demonstrate this already, usually 
in connection with escape attempts from other camps, and initially 
showed little sign of changing their ways at Oflag IVC. According to a 
Swiss observer, they comprised ‘an excellent elite of remarkably strong 
characters, stubborn, proud and uncompromising’. New arrivals were 
struck by ‘the electrical atmosphere’ and ‘cheerful aggressiveness’ 
abroad in the castle, which they found ‘stimulating’ and were quick to 
emulate. It was this excitement that gave rise to the oft-repeated exag- 
geration that there was ‘never a dull moment’ at Colditz.°’ 

What this restless atmosphere meant in practice involved, of course, a 
great deal of escape activity. It also manifested itself in a near-constant 
effort to gain the satisfaction of provoking the enemy. Goon-baiting was 
a pastime common to most officer camps, but evolved at Colditz into a 
full-time sport in the first half of the war. Naturally rambunctious, the 
‘bad boys’ of Oflag IVC delighted in trying to provoke anger among their 
captors through collective and individual actions, which ranged from 
casual disregard of German orders and constant barracking to theft, 
arson, snowball-throwing, and the dropping of water bombs from the 
upper windows. Such pranks were undoubtedly good for morale, but 
were also potentially dangerous, as under extreme provocation guards 
were liable to use their weapons. Balancing the common desire to let off 
steam with the need to avert bloodshed was perhaps the most important 
task faced by successive SBOs at Colditz. 

The first Senior British Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Guy German, 
was a youngish Territorial Army officer who had landed in the castle as 
a result of burning copies of an enemy propaganda paper issued to 
POWs at Spangenberg. Though at times a stickler for the observation 
of military protocol between British officers, Colonel German was a 
quite popular camp leader, sharing the common fixation with escape 
and colluding in disruptive and non-cooperative behaviour.” Guy 
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German clearly thought valour the better part of discretion, and indeed 
was among those who found themselves doing time in cells for various 
offences. It was during one of these sojourns in the spring of 1941, when 
Lieutenant-Commander O. S. Stevenson of the Fleet Air Arm was 
serving in his stead, that one of the more embarrassing episodes in the 
history of British camp leadership came to a head. 

The position of orderlies, the British other ranks assigned to work as 
batmen on a scale of about one ranker to every ten-to-eighteen officers, 
had been potentially problematic from the first. Serving as a batman was 
potentially a very cushy job. ‘Polishing an officer’s buttons beat digging 
spuds anytime’, as Lance-Bombardier Norman Rubenstein observed 
after doing both. Yet at the same time, those who became orderlies 
knew that King’s Regulations no longer in practice applied, and some- 
times, egged on by the enemy, grew resentful and obstreperous, espe- 
cially if officers behaved high-handedly and acted as if a traditional 
master-servant relationship existed. Colditz was by no means the only 
camp for officers where friction occurred; but it was one of the very few 
places to experience an irreparable breakdown in relations.”?” 

Though coming from a variety of career backgrounds, the officers sent 
to Colditz were, like the vast majority of their peers, upper-middle class 
or upper class in origin. The orderlies were mostly from the lower 
classes, and had spent time in other camps and on working parties; 
despite their strong sense of camaraderie, many officers found the 
other-rank contingent rather alien. For their part the orderlies were 
not always impressed by the habits of their superiors—‘you’ve no idea 
how much mess people make’, one explained—and according to another 
Colditz inmate they were inclined to give the officers ‘the same look of 
cool and devastating superiority as they gave the Germans’.*° 

By the spring of 1941 relations had deteriorated to the point where 
certain Colditz orderlies, as Padre Platt recorded, were openly talking 
‘for our benefit of revolution, parasites etc.” Some officers, for their part, 
thought the orderlies congenitally ‘work shy’ and too inclined to assume 
an air of equality. With Colonel German in cells, it fell to his stand-in to 
try to defuse the situation before things grew any worse. Stevenson, 
rather than finding out if any of their grievances were legitimate, chose 
to harangue the orderlies about their duties, addressing them, Platt 
stated, ‘as though speaking from the bridge to the fo’c’stle with the 
authority of the Admiralty behind him’. This led all but three of the 
orderlies to down tools and refuse to do any work at all. Given his lack of 
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real authority, Stevenson’s bluff had been called, the orderlies correctly 
guessing that neither he nor Colonel German, who finished his sentence 
shortly thereafter, would appeal to the enemy for help. Instead the 
rebellious orderlies were forced to live apart, denied access to officers’ 
rations, and eventually replaced by men less inclined to doubt the 
advantages of not having to work in the mines. 

Eventually some of the new orderlies themselves grew tired of life at 
Oflag IVC. ‘When I first got to Colditz, remembered Alec Ross, ‘I 
thought this is going to be a good place’, noting that everyone was on 
first-name terms. He was less happy when the legless Douglas Bader, to 
whom he was assigned as personal batman, blocked his repatriation as a 
member of the RAMC in 1943. ‘Hauptmann Ptipke came into the 
courtyard and he called me down. “Good news, Ross,’ he says. 
““You’re going home.” Douglas Bader happened to be there, and he 
said, “No he’s bloody not. He came here as my lackey and he’ll stay as 
my lackey.’’’ As a result, ‘I had to stay another two bloody years when I 
could have gone home with the rest of my mates’. By January 1943, after 
eighteen months in the camp, the new orderlies were requesting through 
the Protecting Power that they be relieved and sent elsewhere.’ 

Meanwhile the liberal attitude towards disorderly conduct by officers 
displayed by Guy German had prompted the enemy authorities to think 
about exchanging him for a more senior figure. At the start of 1942 he 
was transferred to another oflag and replaced by Lieutenant-Colonel 
David Stayner, a Regular soldier from the Dorset Regiment. 

‘Daddy’ Stayner, as his nickname suggests, was a more avuncular 
figure than German, yet ‘cool and imperturbable’, according to Jack 
Pringle. The new SBO had a calming influence, making clear his disap- 
proval of unprovoked flouting of legitimate German authority without 
curbing escape activity in the slightest or losing the respect of those 
whose day-to-day lives he oversaw. ‘He was quite brilliant in a very 
quiet way’, Jack Best remembered. ‘It didn’t show.’?® 

This did not mean, however, that confrontations between guards and 
prisoners ceased. As before, there were always men in cells or due for 
court martial because of verbal assaults. Moreover, due to the disciplin- 
arian regime imposed by the new commandant, Oberst Prawitt, in the 
early months of 1943, the intensity of incidents increased, culminating in 
guards opening fire to clear men from windows in the prisoners’ court- 
yard during a visit by representatives of the Protecting Power, Switzer- 
land. On one occasion, according to Gris Davies-Scourfield, Colonel 
Stayner had to step in—quite literally—to avert possible bloodshed: 
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I remember one incident when some of the goon-baiters were getting really wild. 
Everyone was shouting and screaming, and the German riot squad were 
ordering us back into our quarters, but it was quite difficult for us all to get 
back as quickly as they wanted us to. Then Daddy came forward and stood 
between us and these rather menacing-looking soldiers, wearing a very smart 
tropical uniform sent out from home. He undid the buttons of his tunic and he 
opened it, saying, ‘Don’t shoot my officers, shoot me!’ It was very dramatic 
really, but because it was Daddy doing it we all thought it was frightfully funny. 


It was probably rather less amusing for the SBO himself.”? 

Cannily, OKW decided that the removal of other nationalities—who 
tended towards competitiveness in goon-baiting, as in other matters— 
and the infusion of a large number of British officers from another camp, 
including a new SBO, would change the atmosphere at Colditz.°° The 
other nationalities were gradually sent elsewhere, and in July 1943 over 
seventy officers arrived from Eichstatt. Though the majority of the new 
arrivals were escape-minded, the advent of the ‘new boys’ heralded at 
least a partial end to a form of camaraderie based on small numbers and 
shared experience in Oflag IVC. Padre Platt related in his diary the effect 
of this move in January 1944: 


The coming of the Eichstätt boys marked the end of the British family life such 
as had been its characteristic from the beginning... Hitherto newcomers were 
received into the family and absorbed by it at once. But the Eichstatters came in 
large numbers from a large camp, were put in separate quarters, fed and lived 
separately, and the colonel they brought with them [W. M. “Tubby’ Broomhall] 
at once succeeded to the SBO-ship. They have retained the atmosphere of a 
large camp and, with the exception of a few of their number, have remained in 
small friendship circles complete in themselves and almost exclusive, hence they 
are described almost certainly unjustly as cliques. 


“We never mixed very much with the old British contingent’, John Ham- 
ilton-Baillie, one of the new arrivals, later said. “They thought they knew 
all about Colditz and we were the new boys; and we thought they’d been 
shut up in such a small camp for such a long time that they didn’t know 
the techniques that we did; so we didn’t mix very easily.’ Though equally 
escape-minded, the Eichstätt contingent, in the majority and with one of 
their own as SBO, were not as fixated on potentially dangerous acts 
designed to provoke the guards as seemed to be the case with some of 
the original inmates. As Mike Edwards explained, ‘we [new boys] would 
try and get along with our nefarious activities without drawing too much 
attention to ourselves’. This created serious friction within the camp 
population, but apparently brought an end to riotousness. ‘After July 
1943, Hauptmann Eggers recorded, ‘a modus vivendi was reached. 
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There was no howling and whistling. The British knew very well that the 
dissolving of the castle was very much to their disadvantage.’°’ 

In fact this conclusion was premature. Some of old lags resented what 
they considered Broomhall’s ‘policy of appeasement’ toward the com- 
mandant, and as the war situation improved both old and new prisoners 
began a new round of disorderly conduct on parade in the autumn of 1943. 
As Eggers ruefully admitted, ‘it was just like old times—shouts, whistles, 
demonstrations, indiscipline’. Relations between captors and captives 
were consequently once again becoming ‘badly frayed’. Hence a new 
SBO was brought in from Spangenberg to supplant Broomhall in Novem- 
ber 1943—Lieutenant-Colonel Willie Tod of the Royal Scots Fusiliers.° 

The job Tod inherited was not an easy one. ‘He had to withstand the 
constant complaints and charges of the Germans,’ one of the camp 
doctors recalled, ‘and what was probably more trying, had to control 
the denizens of the camp who, in many cases, were as difficult to handle 
as an opera house full of prima donnas.’ The sheer length of the war was 
having a negative effect. ‘I think everyone was getting a bit touchy and 
testy’, Patrick Welch remembered. Yet the new SBO, a distinguished- 
looking Regular officer with a knack for charming the opposition, was 
soon able to restore a modicum of order and stability and have (in his 
own words) a ‘good influence’ on his fellows. Though goon-baiting did 
not cease, its manifestations became less frequent and thereby less 
dangerous. Thanks to Tod’s quiet but firm diplomacy prisoners 
obtained parole walks outside the castle and a number of other privil- 
eges. At the same time, the last SBO at Colditz was quite willing to stand 
up for the rights of prisoners, and on several occasions faced down the 
commandant—and critics within the camp—on issues where he felt 
there could be no compromise. Julius Green, no shrinking violet in 
terms of rubbing the enemy the wrong way, was emphatic in his conclu- 
sion that Tod was a success: ‘I don’t think any other nation or system 
could have produced a man with such instincts.’°©? 


British leadership within camps mattered, and both in its own right and 
in comparative terms Colditz came off well (except, perhaps, in relation 
to the orderlies at various points in time). In overall terms the place was 
well served by its SBOs, especially in light of the problems faced by all 
camp leaders inside Germany and the dangers peculiar to Oflag IVC. 
For much of the time, as the next chapter will show, management skills 
were, to the average Kriegie, of true significance insofar as they affected 
access to the necessities of life. 
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5 Body and Soul 


The food ration of prisoners of war shall be equivalent in quantity 
and quality to that of depot troops... The use of tobacco shall be 
authorized... Clothing, underwear and footwear shall be supplied 
to prisoners of war by the detaining power...Each camp shall 
possess an infirmary... 


(from Articles 11-13, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Prisoners of war shall be permitted complete freedom in the per- 
formance of their religious duties... Belligerents shall encourage 
as much as possible the organization of intellectual... pursuits... 
letters and cards shall be sent by post by the shortest possible 
route... 


(from Articles 16-17, 36, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Though the layout of particular camps and the behaviour of individual 
German and British leaders could generate real differences in life behind 
the wire, the more immediate problem for the ordinary Kriegie was 
simply to keep body and soul together. Certain periods were worse 
than others, but throughout the war POWs had to cope with the reality 
of near-constant deprivation. The shortage or complete absence of what 
had previously been taken for granted—everything from food to priv- 
acy—was something with which every prisoner had to come to terms, 
both physically and mentally. Those who went to Colditz were no 
exception. To understand what went on at Oflag IVC, however, it is 
first necessary to examine the general situation with respect to physical 
and mental health among British POWs. 


Regarding the necessities of life, every prisoner of the Reich had to 
undergo the harsh transition from comparative plenty to relative want. 
According to the Geneva Convention the detaining power was supposed 
to provide for prisoners on a level comparable to that of its own garrison 
troops. In the case of Nazi Germany the requisite articles were more 


BODY AND SOUL | 155 


honoured in the breach than in the observance. The rations, clothing, 
footwear, and everything else given to POWs were inadequate both in 
quantity and in quality. Outside supplies, provided chiefly through the 
International Red Cross, were of inestimable value; but their timely 
arrival could not always be depended upon, especially when existing 
supply routes were suddenly disrupted. When the enemy had to be relied 
on exclusively for support, as was the case for most prisoners in 1940-1 
and again in 1944-5, the ability of bodies to keep on functioning came 
into serious question. 

For the small number of servicemen captured in the first months of 
the war the situation with regard to food, clothing, and other necessities 
was generally not too bad at first. Black bread and acorn coffee (among 
other ersatz delicacies) were unappetizing, but the stew still tended to 
have meat in it. Furthermore food parcels, mail, and packages from 
relatives soon began to arrive from Britain via Belgium under the aus- 
pices of the Red Cross.’ The situation changed radically in the summer 
of 1940, however, when German victories in the West first broke the 
existing route for mail and parcels and then produced a mass influx of 
prisoners into the Greater Reich. It would take months to establish new 
and rather more circuitous routes for material sent from Britain to 
Germany via Switzerland or, on a smaller scale, Sweden (using Lisbon, 
Marseilles, and Gothenburg as neutral entry ports). In the meantime the 
forty-odd thousand British prisoners would have to subsist on what the 
enemy was able and chose to provide. In practice POWs in the Third 
Reich always tended to rate below the high standards set by the Geneva 
Convention with regard to upkeep, and in any event what could be 
provided per man in the context of the huge number of new prisoners 
was inevitably going to be limited. The end result was deprivation so 
severe that if it had continued unabated men would have begun to die in 
large numbers. The latter months of 1940 were extremely bleak ones for 
British prisoners in German hands. 

The most immediate necessities of life are food and water. For the 
officers and men of the BEF, along with the as-yet small number of air 
force and navy prisoners taken, there was precious little to be had of 
either—especially food—at this point in the war. Running water was a 
rarity at places like Lamsdorf, Thorn, and Schubin in the early days. 
Meanwhile the daily rations for captured soldiers usually consisted of 
mint or strawberry-leaf tea, crushed acorn or barley coffee, plus a ladle of 
soup, a slice of black bread, or perhaps a hard-tack biscuit. The soup— 
made from boiling potatoes, beets, or other root vegetables with the 
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occasional bone, shred of fat, or piece of offal thrown in—was invariably 
thin, while the tea was so weak that it could be used in place of hot water 
for shaving. Hungry to begin with, men quickly found the question of 
fair shares becoming an obsession. 

The soup was ladled out from big vats, where the solids tended either 
to float on top or sink to the bottom, and men soon began to suspect— 
fairly or not—that the British cook sergeants were favouring some men 
over others as part of a racket.” The division of the loaves of bitter- 
tasting black bread was even more of a fixation. Depending on its size, a 
single loaf had to feed between five and ten men. Identity tags were often 
used as a measuring device, the designated cutter being watched hawk- 
eyed to make sure the slices were even. Once a loaf had been cut, those it 
was meant to feed received their particular slices based on the luck of the 
draw, men cutting cards, drawing lots, or using other ‘blind’ methods to 
divvy up the results. ‘It was a serious business indeed when with hungry 
suspicious eyes the little groups of men watched the cutting of the loaf’, 
Gunner William Harding remembered of the early months at Stalag 
VIIIB; ‘And many arguments and fights started up when one slice was 
thinner than the others; there was even a scramble for the crumbs with 
the licked finger off table and floor. A sparrow would have starved to 
death in that place.’ 

On occasion a dab of fish-paste, runny cheese, ersatz margarine, or 
perhaps even a slice of sausage or piece of dried fish might be added to 
the standard fare, but never in any quantity. Prisoners who volunteered 
for working parties in the autumn of 1940 in the hope that rations would 
at least improve (‘anything seemed better than this’, as Sergeant Donald 
Edgar put it in reference to the prevailing hunger at Lamsdorf) were 
often disappointed. The little extra that might be forthcoming from the 
employer was more often than not counterbalanced by the manual 
labour that Kriegsgefangenen were expected to carry out.* 

Prisoners at best were getting only about two-thirds of what they 
needed in the way of calories, and even less in the way of vitamins. 
The overall result was malnutrition and incipient starvation. ‘Frequently 
someone would get up to go somewhere,’ a QVR prisoner later wrote of 
the situation at Thorn after several weeks, ‘and then just without any 
warning collapse unconscious.’ Wasting bodies developing boils and 
sores, and faces became ‘painfully gaunt and haggard’, as a West Kent 
soldier remembered. ‘One chap of about 20 years lost all his teeth, his 
hair went grey and he walked about staring at the ground’, another 
soldier recalled of the initial period at Stalag VIIIB. ‘I saw pre-war 
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guardsmen literally fold up, their big frames couldn’t exist on the meagre 
rations.’ To survive, men might filch food where they could from friend 
and foe alike, and were not shy about rooting through rubbish bins 
for potato peelings and other discarded items. Those caught stealing 
were usually dropped into latrine pits or beaten to within an inch of 
their life.” 

The food situation was little better for officer prisoners at Laufen, 
where stealing also occurred but justice tended to be less summary. The 
type of rations issued at Oflag VIIC were similar to those in the big 
stalags, with the addition—soon commonplace everywhere—of a few 
small potatoes. At Laufen, however, these were in many cases rotten, 
apparently due to the machinations of the German quartermaster. ‘Only 
a small part of each potato was edible; the rest was just revolting’, wrote 
future Colditz inmate Jim Rogers. Hence those with army commissions 
also soon began to rapidly lose weight and suffer the effects of a deficient 
diet by way of gastrointestinal problems and boils. Dropping sixty 
pounds was not unheard of, and prisoners regularly fainted on parade. 
‘One became so weak that even walking up stairs grew to be to be an 
effort, Desmond Llewelyn recalled, ‘and sometimes such exertion 
caused blacking out.”° 

Officers were only marginally better off in other camps. Pilot Officer 
B. A. James later described the situation in this period at the newly 
opened Stalag Luft I at Barth: 


We subsisted on the German rations for a non-working civilian: a cup of Ersatz 
coffee, made from acorns, in the morning, a bowl of soup, usually Sauerkraut, 
with a few potatoes at mid-day, and one fifth of a loaf of black bread with a pat of 
margarine and a small piece of sausage or cheese in the evening, supplied on a 
room basis and divided up by the room ‘stooge’ for the day—very accurately as 
he had to wait until the others had chosen their portions! These rations ac- 
counted for barely 800 calories per day, less than half the optimum for an adult 
human being. The pangs of hunger were ever present. 


‘We lost weight and any exercise was exhausting’, J. M. Green, a dental 
officer whose future lay in Colditz, wrote of his time in Oflag VIID 
(Tittmoning) in 1940-1. ‘Climbing stairs was an effort, you took two 
or three steps and then stopped to get your breath back. I found that if I 
stood up too quickly I felt faint and some of us had legs swollen from 
famine oedema.”’ 

Little could be done for those who fell ill. Captured RAMC doctors 
usually had almost nothing with which to treat such common complaints 
as dysentery and leg ulcers. A teaspoon of charcoal for an intestinal 
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complaint was about the best most soldiers could hope for, and some 
men died who might otherwise have been saved.® 

Food, meanwhile, was not the only thing the body might crave. For 
heavy smokers the absence of nicotine was also a great torture. In the 
stalags and work camps men were seen begging guards for their fag ends 
and—true of oflags as well—grubbing about in the dirt for those that 
were dropped. Some soldiers even volunteered to clean German quar- 
ters just so as to be able to get at the contents of ashtrays. Officers and 
men alike smoked anything that might give the illusion of a fix—dried 
leaves, grass, coffee grounds, potato skins, even manure—in home-made 
pipes or hand-rolled tubes of whatever paper (e.g. bible pages) was 
available. ‘Some leaves are not nearly so bad to smoke as one would 
think’, Captain A. N. L. Munby reflected in his Laufen diary in July 
1940. The craving for nicotine could be so great, however, that those 
affected might be willing to trade part of their meagre food ration or pay 
in exchange for the opportunity for a deep drag or two.” 

In the eastern working camps and later on in some canteens, Junaks— 
a type of Polish cigarette consisting largely of cardboard—sometimes 
could be obtained for money or through the selling of personal posses- 
sions. These, though, were a far cry from Players and Woodbines. “They 
were revolting’, according to Kenneth Lockwood. Yet ‘no matter how evil 
the smell or foul the taste, we were always happy to puff a Junak when 
nothing better was available’, Stuart Brown remembered, hastily adding: 
‘But it was always as a last resort.’!° 

As the months passed and winter approached, clothing and footwear 
also became a problem. Uniforms were often incomplete to begin with. 
‘Very few have hats,’ Captain Munby noted of his fellow officers at 
Laufen in July, ‘many have no underclothes, a few no shirts or jackets.’ 
What there was, furthermore, especially footwear, wore out through 
continual use, and prisoners became more and more tramp-like in 
appearance. ‘We were like scarecrows’, John Elwyn recalled of his 
working party in Upper Silesia in the autumn of 1940. The Germans 
eventually provided in limited quantities bits and pieces of captured 
European uniforms, along with sabots (wooden clogs) and foot-rags 
in place of boots and socks. Clothing size, however, was irrelevant, and 
the sabots problematic. “The clogs were terribly uncomfortable and 
chafed the feet badly’, R. P. Evans wrote. “The best we could manage 
was a shuffle.’!! 

Added to physical misery was psychological stress arising from defeat 
and lack of hard news about the war situation. It was easy enough to 
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dismiss what appeared in the German press or The Camp—the English- 
language paper for British POWs that began to appear in the summer 
and, among other things, made an excellent substitute for non-existent 
toilet paper—as enemy propaganda, but anxiety remained. Rumours, 
ranging from imminent peace treaties to aerial Armageddon at home, 
ran unchecked. The absence of letters from loved ones did nothing to 
improve the situation.’ 

In the face of all this it was natural that many should turn to God for 
spiritual comfort. “There is a very large congregation,’ Lieutenant G. B. 
Wright noted in his diary of the communion held at Laufen on 30 June 
1940, ‘probably 500.’ Captured clergymen of the Army Chaplains’ De- 
partment, alas, were not always able to meet the need for spiritual solace. 
Since padres in the British Army were dressed as officers they tended to 
be concentrated in Laufen rather than spread around the stalags. What 
was more, even when attached to other camps they did not often display 
the kind of moral leadership through example that was expected of them. 
‘Most of the chaplains that we met in France, and subsequently in 
Germany, were completely useless and hopeless’, an RAMC orderly 
attached to various POW hospitals subsequently wrote: ‘—the less said 
about them the better.’ Having eighteen chaplains at Oflag VIIC did little 
to improve spiritual matters, as most apparently spent much of their time 
lying on their bunks arguing about denominational issues rather than 
going out and ministering to their de facto flock. 1° 

In both stalags and oflags it was laymen—Toc-H members, for in- 
stance—who often seized the initiative and began to organize communal 
worship. ‘One of the chaps started holding a church service on Sundays 
in one of the big tents on the sandy floor’, a private in the Sussex 
Regiment recalled of the early days at Stalag XXIB (Schubin). ‘It 
became packed and I believe men were getting solace from it.’ Similar 
scenes occurred elsewhere. At Stalag XXA (Thorn) a lay preacher 
organized a service which, according to an observer, ‘did a lot to comfort 
many who were feeling lost, who had perhaps not been used to, or had 
not felt the need of, God’s help before’.!* 

Prayers and hymns, however, could do little to ease the prevalent 
physical distress. ‘It is impossible now, after several decades...’, RAF 
Sergeant Richard Passmore wrote of the early months at Barth, ‘to 
describe to outsiders the constant misery, almost despair, of the 
time.’’? All in all it was a bad period in which to be a British prisoner 
of war in Nazi Germany, and spirits naturally suffered. A small number 
of men gave up and either actively committed suicide or simply lay down 
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and died.'° Everyone wished that the war would end, some even if it 
meant defeat. John Elwyn, a Welsh Guardsman, recorded the following 
incident at Lamsdorf that occurred in the third week of June 1940: 


That evening we were bombastically harangued by an English-speaking officer 
who informed us that news had just been received of the capitulation of France 
and that we might all be home for Christmas. This was received by prolonged 
and tumultuous cheering. I asked a man next to me why he was cheering. He 
replied, ‘Didn’t you hear him say we’ll be home by Christmas?” 

‘But don’t you realise that the fall of France means that Germany has won the 
war [sic]? 

‘What the hell do I care who’s won the war? All I want is to get home.’ 


This was not an isolated case. Sergeant Douglas Collins remembered 
overhearing an exasperated Cockney grumble in the same camp three 
months later: ‘if we’re going to ’ave the Nazis, let’s ’ave em and get it 
over wiv. It don’t make no difference to me ’00’s in Whitehall.’ Nor was 
it just the other ranks who might want to get the whole thing over and 
done with. That autumn at Laufen a very senior officer made no secret of 
his belief that England was finished, and there was also defeatist talk at 
Spangenberg.'’ Though a few special extras in the way of food were 
provided and most Kriegies did their best to keep up Yuletide appear- 
ances, there was precious little to celebrate as a British POW in Germany 
on Christmas Day 1940.'® 


Happily for those concerned, the future would be rosier than the experi- 
ence of captivity thus far had suggested. It is no exaggeration to say that 
the arrival of Red Cross parcels, first in an irregular trickle, then in a 
more-or-less steady stream from 1941 through 1944, saved the lives of 
many thousands of men and generally made life bearable where it had 
verged on the intolerable. As a New Zealand doctor in German hands 
put it, a decent diet ‘was essential to health and morale’, and Red Cross 
food parcels made this possible. ° 

Even when all other details had been forgotten, ex-Kriegies could 
recite with great precision the contents of standard food parcels. Those 
made up in the United Kingdom were oblong cardboard boxes weighing 
between ten and eleven pounds and containing a host of packed and 
tinned items unavailable in prisoner rations. Cheese, milk, biscuits, 
margarine, some vegetable, syrup, jam, sausages, bacon, oatmeal, tinned 
meat or stew, beef cubes, rice pudding, marmite, custard, chocolate, 
sugar, and—of course—tea were among the necessities and luxuries that 
might appear. Parcels along similar lines came from Canada—especially 
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prized for the meat roll and tins of dried milk (Klim) that they con- 
tained—and in some instances from the United States (the latter often 
including peanut butter, a novelty to most British servicemen). There 
were also occasional bulk issues, often hailing from Argentina: ‘Fray 
Bentos bully beef, large round flat hard tack biscuits, slabs of dark bitter 
cooking chocolate, and raisins’, wrote RAF Sergeant Frank Taylor over 
forty years on, displaying the total recall typical of ex-Kriegies when 
remembering Red Cross food.”° 

Faced with the collapse of the original dispatch and routing system 
and a vast increase in the number of prisoners in enemy hands, it took 
some time for the Red Cross to develop and organize a new way of 
getting consignments to Germany. Some parcels got through to camps 
in the second half of 1940, but rarely with any frequency or on nearly a 
sufficient scale. At Thorn sixty-seven parcels arrived at one point in July, 
by which time there were over a thousand prisoners in the stalag. At 
Laufen there were a couple of limited issues in July, then nothing until 
November. Many camps did not receive any parcels at all into the late 
autumn, and even when they did, there were never enough to go round. 
In the autumn months at Oflag IXA/H (Spangenberg) parcels were 
arriving on a scale of about one per officer per month. The first parcel 
issue at Stalag VIIIB did not occur until December, when every four men 
had to divide the contents of a parcel designed for one. That was better 
than at Stalag XXA, where the scale was one parcel for every twenty 
men. Satellite working camps tended to be worst off in terms of delays, 
as parcels went first to the main stalags before going out to Arbeitskom- 
mandos. They often did not get any parcels at all until the first quarter or 
so of 1941.7! 

By the late spring of that year, thankfully, the parcel flow had become 
much more regular in scope and scale. It took much less time—though 
there was still a gap in which men suffered real privation—for the Red 
Cross to respond to the arrival in the Third Reich of the tens of thou- 
sands of men captured in Greece and Crete, or those transferred from 
Italy two years later. By the summer of the third year of war most 
Kriegies were starting to experience the comparative luxury of between 
one half and a whole parcel each week. Delight and relief were present in 
equal measure for those who had been facing starvation. ‘When I came 
to open my [first] parcel I was overwhelmed to the point of tears—like all 
the others—and we were a tough bunch of men by now’, Donald Edgar 
wrote. “The whole hut went mad!’, Robert Gale explained in reference to 
his working party. ‘I have never seen so many hysterical men in my life.’ 
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It was the same for those from Greece and Crete who had been trying to 
survive on German rations for weeks or even months. ‘Only one who has 
shared the experience could remotely gauge the impact of that first issue 
of one parcel for every two men’, Elvet Williams later asserted. ‘No class 
of Mixed Infants can ever have shown the ecstasy and unashamed 
pleasure displayed throughout the compound during the next couple 
of hours as treasure after treasure was revealed, drooled over, fondled 
and sampled.’?? 

Naturally enough the arrival of Red Cross parcels had a very positive 
effect on health and morale. Over and over again Kriegies would later 
remark that they made the difference between life and death, not least 
because the German authorities took the opportunity to cut their own 
ration issue. “There is little doubt that if we had been dependent 
on German rations only,’ RNVR Lieutenant David James asserted in 
reference to one of the better-run camps, Marlag (O), ‘we should 
have died.” 

Food parcels, moreover, were not the only packages arriving via the 
Red Cross. Invalid parcels for the sick, along with some medical equip- 
ment and drugs, were also arriving in quantity by the middle years of the 
war, and special Christmas fare was also dispatched towards the end of 
each year. And whatever the long-term health effects, the arrival in tins 
of cigarettes on an authorized scale of fifty per week did wonders for 
nicotine addicts. ‘I can still remember the intense sensual pleasure we 
enjoyed when opening a sealed tin of fresh cigarettes and deeply inhaling 
the aroma of tobacco’, Squadron Leader Tommy Calnan rhapsodized. 
This, of course, was just the build-up to the main event, especially for 
those who had not seen real tobacco since capture: ‘I opened my tin of 
Players [wrote a BEF man] and had my first English cigarette for six 
months or so. The ecstasy! I did not wish to speak; I did not wish to 
move an inch; I just wanted to inhale the fragrance and feel the sense of 
well-being that spread from my head to my toes... Perfection, fulfil- 
ment.’ ‘I lit one up and took a big drag’, another soldier remembered of 
his first smoke; ‘my head spun around and I almost lost my senses in 
sheer delight.’** 

The clothing situation also improved. Parcels with essentials like socks 
and underwear sent by relatives could now get through to Germany 
on the scale of up to four a year. Replacement uniforms and boots 
were also sent out, the Allied authorities eventually deciding that pris- 
oner needs and the propaganda value of well-dressed British and Com- 
monwealth servicemen moving about within sight of ersatz-clad 
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Germans outweighed trying to make the enemy live up to its obligations. 
(In addition to providing inadequate replacement clothing, the Nazis 
had started to take sheepskin flying-boots and jackets away from RAF 
prisoners in an effort to provide winter wear on the Eastern Front.) 
Kriegies no longer had to look like beggars. ‘It was really great to be 
properly dressed as British soldiers once more’, Gunner Albert Paice 
recalled.” 

The resulting transformation in appearance and outlook for those who 
had been living on the verge of collapse was dramatic. ‘Young men 
became young men once more, backs straightened, drooping shoulders 
were raised, heads were lifted again’, as Welsh Guardsman John Elwyn 
put it. ‘The pleasure of a little extra food, good British food, with a 
smoke to follow was absolute joy visible on every face,’ another BEF 
man remembered, ‘and at last we had something to smile about.’ Ser- 
geant Collins, returning to Lamsdorf in 1941, was struck by the change 
from 1940. ‘Gone were the hangdog stances of the ragged and starving, 
the moods and suspicions that erupted into bitter fights, the deaths 
rooted in hunger and misery. Men sported brand new battledress and 
boots. Faces were fuller.’”° 

Just as important, at least from a psychological point of view, was a 
noticeable improvement in the mail situation. It took time for the 
International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva to receive, process, 
and forward prisoner registration information, and—as with parcels— 
for a new mail route to be worked out. By late 1940 and on into early 
1941, however, most of those men already taken were beginning to 
receive letters from home and being allowed to send up to four postcards 
and two letters a month. Subsequently a combination of proportionately 
fewer new names to deal with (even when POWs were taken and 
transferred en masse, as in the spring of 1941 and the autumn of 1943) 
and greater practical experience meant that prisoners could reasonably 
expect mail to arrive within six weeks of dispatch. This link with home 
was a huge boon, especially for men who had heard nothing for many 
months. 

‘The first letter from one’s family was terrific’, Lieutenant- 
Commander P. N. Buckley remembered. ‘I am right on top of the top 
of the world now,’ Signalman Gordon Manners scribbled in his diary on 
7 December 1940 after receiving mail from his family, ‘now that I know 
for certain that they know what has happened to me, and I know that 
they are safe and well—as although the letters were written three months 
ago they are just as good as if they were written yesterday!’ First letters 
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only stoked anticipation for more. As RAF Sergeant Richard Pape 
explained: 


Mail from home was our greatest joy; the token of reality in an insane and unreal 
world. Whenever mail from home came into the barrack for distribution a 
rallying yell penetrated to every corner, a clarion call of ‘Mail up!... Mail up!’ 
by the Barrack Commander. Confusion and noise abruptly ceased and as if by 
magic a tense silence gripped the 180 men. Precious letters from wives, mothers, 
sweethearts, from those near and dear, were handed out. Hard countenances and 
grim expressions relaxed, anticipatory feelings too strong to conceal appeared. 


“These letters [from home] were a comfort and a blessing,’ wrote Lance- 
Corporal K. J. Bowden; ‘I really can’t find adequate words to describe 
what they meant to me.’ Major Jack Poole was unequivocal in his 
Eichstätt memoirs: ‘Mail day was a golden one.’”’ 

General news was also more accessible in the middle war years. New 
prisoners found themselves deluged with questions upon arrival in main 
camps.’ Special coded war situation reports sent out in the mail to 
camps by MI9 were not a success. ‘Only a very few officers remarked on 
the value of the news letters,’ a post-war report on the situation at Oflag 
VIB (Warburg) concluded, ‘and all seemed to be of the opinion that 
although the letters were welcomed, most of the information contained 
therein was usually too out of date to be of very much interest.’ This 
was because, especially in the main camps, POWs were able to obtain 
up-to-date news through the use of illicit radio sets tuned to the BBC. 

Parts with which to build crystal or valve receivers were improvised, 
stolen, or obtained through barter with guards or civilians (cigarettes 
and the luxury contents of Red Cross parcels often proving an irresistible 
lure). Sometimes entire radio sets were smuggled into camps, great care 
being taken to keep them hidden from the German security people while 
in situ or when the inhabitants were moved from one place to another. 
Though a number of receivers were eventually discovered, most oflags 
and stalags, along with the Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine camps, soon 
possessed at least one and usually several secret sets in cunningly 
designed hides. Those responsible for radio news, driven by the same 
security concerns, tended to develop similar patterns. While a careful 
watch was kept for roaming guards, someone would take down the BBC 
news in shorthand during the short time the set would be switched on. 
Copies of the bulletin in longhand would be made, and these would 
subsequently be passed along and read out—before being destroyed—in 
each barrack. The situation in the sergeants’ compound at Barth was 
fairly typical: 
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Our radio was a masterpiece of ingenuity [wrote Richard Passmore]. Our highly 
skilled radio mechanics used the most everyday things in the construction of the 
innards of their gadget. Condensers were made by interleaving India-paper 
Bibles with the metallic foil of a particular brand of cigarettes. Coils were 
wound to specification, using stolen wire... Components which could not be 
contrived were smuggled in from the outside, using a mixture of bribery and 
blackmail. Each night a small squad extricated the ‘canary’—our code-name— 
from its current place of concealment, assembled the various bits, tuned in to 
the BBC European service, took down the news in shorthand and carefully 
packed the set away again. The following day three copies of the news were 
made. Each block was allocated a newsreader who went from room to room, 
while scouts kept watch at doors and windows. 


Down to the end of 1942 the news was often far from good, but access to 
a trusted information source lifted spirits enormously. ‘It was a great 
morale booster’, Sergeant McGee recalled of the radio news at Hohen- 
fels. Held at Stalag IVB in 1943-4, Corporal John Greenwood found 
that the BBC reports ‘used to cheer us up immensely’. Pilot Officer 
Martin Smith, recalling life behind the wire in Stalag Luft III, went 
even further: ‘Without this outside contact I’m sure we would all have 


gone crazy.’*” 


The relatively stable situation between 1941 and 1944 allowed POWs to 
think ahead more than had been the case in the past about matters both 
corporeal and mental. Lean-but-not-starving bodies and better spirits 
meant that activities previously often felt to be too difficult could now 
be undertaken. 

In addition to sports (discussed in the next chapter) non-working 
Kriegies—mostly officers, aircrew of all ranks, and senior NCOs— 
were now in a position to engage in a certain amount of physical exercise 
without running the risk of collapse. Compulsory drilling was occasion- 
ally instituted and parole walks were sometimes allowed. In hutted 
camps of all types there was always what RAF types dubbed ‘circuit 
bashing’ (i.e. strolling round the perimeter multiple times).*! 

There was also a fair amount of attention paid to acquiring one of the 
consumable luxuries the Red Cross did not provide, namely alcohol. 
Prisoners in one or two places, using their meagre earnings converted 
into special currency (Lagergeld), could on rare occasions buy weak beer 
or cheap wine in addition to the more commonly available range of 
shoddy combs, hair oils, shaving gear, tooth powders, and various knick- 
knacks stocked in main camp canteens. Rather more common was the 
practice of mixing sugar or illicit yeast in with mashed-up fruits or 


166 | BODY AND SOUL 


vegetables (anything from Red Cross raisins to ersatz jam) to create a 
‘brew’ that would be allowed to sit and, hopefully, ferment. More 
ambitious types went a stage further and constructed secret stills from 
used tins, stolen piping, and various metal containers, using similar 
ingredients to boil up liquids of often very high alcoholic content. The 
goal, in many cases, was to have something with which to celebrate 
Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Errors and after-effects aside, ‘Kriegie 
Brew’ or ‘Jungle Juice’ seemed to yield the desired result when swal- 
lowed—i.e. near-immediate inebriation. In the north compound at 
Stalag Luft III the stuff available on Christmas Eve 1943 was so potent 
that, according to Flight Lieutenant Geoffrey Willatt, ‘drunks wandered 
around for three days!’?” 

A decent Red Cross parcel supply was also a precondition for another 
common activity: trading. Prisoners, especially those who worked, 
sometimes had the opportunity to barter items rarely seen in the wartime 
Reich. Real soap, chocolate, coffee, tobacco, and sugar could be parted 
with in exchange for fresh eggs and extra bread offered by civilians or 
even guards (who might also be blackmailed into providing even more 
Verboten items such as passes, real money, and maps). In the bigger 
camps there would often be enterprising prisoners who would set them- 
selves up as shopkeeper middlemen in domestic trade in which cigarettes 
served as currency. While supplies lasted ‘the rackets’ could play a quite 
positive role in camp life. Non-smokers, obviously, were in a position to 
sell their tobacco issue for something else; but in theory anyone who 
wanted an item (a razor, perhaps) could shop for it by trading some item 
they did not need (say an extra watch) for cigarettes, that could in turn 
buy what was wanted. ‘With enough cigarettes,’ one Lamsdorf entrepre- 
neur boasted, ‘anything except freedom could be bought.’** 

Matters of the mind and spirit were also explored. In material ways 
those interested in organized worship were best off in the middle war 
years. Space was set aside in many of the main compounds for a chapel 
that might become, as one RAF sergeant put it, ‘the centre of camp life’. 
Bibles and hymnbooks arrived through the post, and chaplains were 
allowed more freedom to move about and minister to men both in 
main and satellite camps. ‘In some camps I found flourishing Christian 
fellowships’, Salvation Army Major Fred Hill reported. Some of the 
padres, moreover, proved that they could fully live up to their vocation 
in the secular sphere. Father Philippe Gadreault, for example, was 
widely admired in Stalag Luft III. ‘His relationship with the prisoners 
was mostly one of easy, informal comradeship’, Kingsley Brown later 
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wrote admiringly. ‘He never preached [figuratively speaking]. He spent 
most of his days sitting in on bull sessions, swapping stories, chatting 
about the news and answering the not infrequent questions about reli- 
gion and philosophy. He enjoyed no special privileges, [and] shared our 
privations.’ A protestant padre by the name of Ledgerwood was equally 
admired for his work at Stalag XVIIIA. ‘He was such a good sport,’ Eric 
Fearnside recalled. ‘On his way to take Communion on a Sunday it was 
typical of him that he would see perhaps four or five Australians playing 
pitch and toss and he would sit on the ground and play with them, then 
persuade all of them to come to Communion.’ Those who refused 
repatriation as a non-combatant in order to stay with their flock had a 
tremendous moral impact. “These visiting Padres were certainly saints’, 
Private W. J. Sudworth argued from the perspective of men in satellite 
camps. “They travelled all over the country with a solitary German 
guard, braving the dangers of rail travel [after Allied bombing started 
in earnest], just to bring us a little comfort. They were always cheery and 
nothing ever got them down. We truly appreciated their visits.” OKW 
was less enthusiastic, noting that after sermons the working prisoners 
tended to become less docile. Methodist chaplain Douglas Thompson, 
among others, found himself temporarily banned from preaching for 
having ‘incited the men to unrest’.** 

For non-working POWs, at least, there was also the opportunity to 
expand one’s mind. In the middle war years educational activity de- 
veloped into one of the major features of Kriegie life in many main 
camps. The first major attempt at developing a teaching programme 
had started at Oflag VIIC in the dark days of 1940. Officers were invited 
to lecture on their pre-war interests and hobbies, which in practice could 
mean anything from a foreign language to bee-keeping. As a means of 
passing the time, what was eventually dubbed the ‘University of Laufen’ 
was a great success, but, as with a similar programme in the NCOs’ 
compound at Barth, suffered from a lack of essentials such as writing 
material and, above all, texts. Books of any kind were a rarity in the early 
months, and consisted almost exclusively of novels that the prisoners 
themselves had had on their person at the time of capture. Amongst RAF 
non-commissioned aircrew at Stalag Luft I there were only five books 
among 450 men. ‘A paperback book was like a bit of gold dust’, Private 
Frank Pannett remembered of Lamsdorf in this period, going on to 
remark that those who possessed one had to be careful it was not stolen.*” 

The resumption of the parcel flow, however, allowed for books to be 
sent from England, and with time sometimes quite extensive camp 
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libraries were built up from the over a quarter-million volumes dis- 
patched through the Red Cross and YMCA. In addition arrangements 
were made with various professional bodies to allow for prisoner- 
students to engage in a programme of study, along with courses put 
together with the help of the Universities of London and Oxford, both 
culminating in matriculation-level or pre-professional standard exams. 
By the spring of 1944 over 250 official subjects could be studied, a figure 
which does not include the topics brought up in organized debates and 
one-off lectures. Progress tended to be stronger among officers and non- 
working NCOs, who had more time and ended up with more resources 
than the rank-and-file Kriegie. At Oflag 79, for instance, an estimated 60 
per cent of the camp was involved in one course of study or another by 
late 1944. But even in the main stalags it was still possible, as one 
corporal put it, to hear lectures or debates on virtually ‘everything 
under the sun’. Studying helped ease the acute boredom of life inside 
the wire, and with books and courses increasingly available, the number 
of prisoners officially recorded as studying rose from 450 at the end of 
1940 to over 13,000 in the late summer of 1944. The success rate in 
exams was 75 per cent, with the occasional feat such as that of a captain 
in the Gordon Highlanders who studied then sat for, and was in absentia 
called to, the Bar.*° 

There was also a fair amount of spontaneous and, more occasionally, 
staged political debate. These discussions tended, in very rough terms, to 
mirror the leftward shift in British public attitudes that occurred during 
the war, and ranged from ‘guilty men’ outrage to mildly reformist senti- 
ment. ‘Why should we take any further risks to maintain titled layabouts, 
stock-exchange gamblers, and chair-borne warriors and other rich para- 
sites in the positions which, they would have us accept, were theirs by 
divine right?’ Sergeant Richard Passmore raged inside Stalag Luft I in 
1941. Meanwhile Marxism was being seriously discussed across the way 
in the RAF officers’ compound at Barth, and a year or two later questions 
such as ‘Should the Public Schools be Abolished?’ were being debated 
among the mostly hostilities-only officers held at Stalag Luft III. ‘We have 
been having a number of lectures and debates on social reform and the 
Beveridge Plan’, Captain Roger Mortimer, a professional officer in the 
socially exclusive Coldstream Guards who had been captured in 1940 
wrote to his father from Eichstatt in February 1944: 
most people are pretty progressive except for one or two hide-bound landowners 


and a few R.C.’s. I think many of the reforms are long overdue and to oppose 
them would be short-sighted and ungenerous, and perhaps a cause of serious 
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trouble. Certainly the Conservative party will almost certainly cease to exist if it 
continues to show such half-hearted enthusiasm for what is a general and 
reasonable demand. 


Forced contact with more recently captured middle-class officers with 
temporary commissions, argued James Chutter, a senior South African 
chaplain, was exposing even upper-class professional soldiers to un- 
accustomed ways of thinking about society. At Brunswick the result 
was the popular sponsorship of a Boys’ Club in the East End. Meanwhile 
in the stalags and Arbeitskommando camps middle-class lads were living 
cheek-by-jowl with working-class veterans of the dole queue, resulting 
(at least sometimes) in a similar sense that change was necessary. A 
mock by-election held at Wolfsberg produced a result in which the 
Conservative representative came dead last behind the Labourite, the 
Liberal, and even the Communist candidate. ‘I found myself able’, 
Donald Edgar remembered of his time at Hohenfels, ‘...to foresee a 
flowering of a better society after the war—if we would only take some 
action when we returned. Perhaps I was doing my bit in a P.O.W. camp 
towards the landslide victory of the Labour Party in 1945!*” 

Whether or not those concerned thought about politics as such or 
racked up a professional qualification, reading, lectures, classes, and 
debates all helped to pass the time and combat mental stagnation. 
‘Having missed out on a university career, Derek Bond wrote of his 
time at Moosburg, ‘I found it very stimulating and enriching.’*® 

In comparative terms, therefore, POW life in the Greater Reich was 
better in the middle war years than it had been in 1940 (or, as we shall 
see, would be again in 1945), thanks largely to the re-establishment of a 
lifeline to the United Kingdom. But it would be a grave error to imagine 
that being a Kriegie was ever anything other than hard. There were still 
plenty of factors that could make daily existence inside the wire very 
tough indeed. 

For one thing, the official German ration scale was reduced by one- 
third starting in December 1941, on the premise that the contents of Red 
Cross parcels would more than make up the difference in calories. Both 
parcels and letters, however, did not always arrive regularly or in suffi- 
cient quantity even in good years. There were systemic shortages due to 
the breakdown of one of the chartered cargo ships sailing between 
Lisbon and Marseilles, and then due to the main supply route having 
to be switched to Gothenburg after Marseilles became a war zone. There 
were also gaps, sometimes lasting a month or more, whenever prisoners 
were transferred en masse from one camp to another. Sometimes the 
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supply could not keep up with the increase in a camp’s population, as 
happened at Stalag Luft III in early 1942. ‘We often felt slightly giddy 
when we got up too suddenly’, wrote Oliver Philpot. At other times there 
was no obvious explanation for an interruption that was none the less all 
too real. “The issue of Red Cross parcels was by no means a regular, 
weekly ritual’, Sergeant Bill Jackson took pains to point out in reference 
to his time in the RAF compound at Lamsdorf in 1943. “There were 
breaks of many weeks when we had to depend solely on the meagre 
German rations only.’ Early in 1944, to take another example, there was 
a serious shortage at Hohenfels. Arbeitskommando camps, meanwhile, 
had to rely on the staff at the main stalag to send along parcels and mail 
with regularity. Due to the administrative complexities involved in keep- 
ing track of thousands of men in hundreds of big and small satellite 
camps—plus some occasional corruption on the part of certain racket- 
eers and guards—this did not always happen. ‘I had learned from my 
own experience’, explained one Company Sergeant Major in reference 
to conditions in the summer of 1941 after nine months Arbeitskommando 
work administered through Stalag XXB, ‘that many of the [several 
hundred] working parties scattered throughout Prussia and Poland 
would undergo long stretches with no Red Cross food or clothing...’ 
According to Charles Baker, it took two years for the first Red Cross 
parcels to reach the small working party to which he was attached via 
Thorn, and there is evidence to suggest that some other groups never 
received any shipments at all. Fred Hill, visiting the satellite camps of 
Stalag IVF (Hartmannsdorf) in his capacity as a Salvation Army repre- 
sentative, came to a little place where the men were almost too weak to 
carry the coffin of one of their fellows who had just expired. “They were 
thin and ill, and wore old Russian clothes’, he noted with horror. ‘Holes 
were in their boots and they had no underclothing. Even my guard said 
he had not seen Englishmen in such a state.’*” 

The danger of a sudden shortfall made it necessary to keep a propor- 
tion of food parcels at the main camps in storage, which in turn meant 
that it was comparatively rare for prisoners to receive the designated rate 
of one parcel per week even in the fat years. The Red Cross reckoned 
that half a parcel plus rations would suffice to maintain health. From the 
start Kriegies had formed what were variously dubbed ‘combines’, ‘syn- 
dicates’, or ‘messes’, in which groups of men pooled their food resources 
and culinary efforts in order to make the most of meals. Later on in many 
camps fuel-efficient ‘blowers’ or ‘stoofas’ (hand-cranked forced-air 
water boilers) or, more rarely, ‘throbbers’ (illicit immersion cookers 
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tapped into the camp electricity supply) were developed that provided 
more flexibility in the all-important ‘brewing up’ process. Tins were 
fashioned by metal-bashers into a variety of productive eating and 
cooking utensils when, as was often the case, the German issue of 
spoons, plates, pots, and other essentials proved inadequate. In one or 
two camps POWs were allowed to develop vegetable gardens or raise 
rabbits to supplement their meagre diet. Despite all this, however, the 
wretchedness of camp rations and the relative scarcity of Red Cross 
parcels made hunger a continual and major factor in Kriegie life. 
Matters were perhaps worst for heavy smokers, who in times of shortage 
might trade bread for cigarettes (‘a cigarette was more of a pacifier than 
a piece of bread, mentally’, Arnold Hanes later commented on his 
choice of tobacco over food at Heydekrug), but everyone suffered. Ron 
Mackenzie, an Australian airman, reckoned that he lost a stone in weight 
each year between 1941 and 1944. “The overwhelming preoccupation of 
every prisoner was with food’, Colonel W. H. Bull, a New Zealand 
medical officer, rightly observed, and stealing—often dealt with sum- 
marily by the men affected rather than by the camp leader—continued to 
occur.*° 

What was true of food was also true of clothing. Replacement uni- 
forms and footwear did not always get through in a timely fashion, and 
German quartermasters could be niggardly about handing out new 
articles from stores. The occasional Guardsman might go to great 
lengths to keep up appearances, but many prisoners grew used to 
appearing more slovenly than they perhaps realized, in a mixture of 
service dress, private clothing, and German-issue foreign uniform parts 
and clogs. 

Oliver Philpot, observing his fellow airmen on their way to Sagan in 
1942, was forced to admit that standards had fallen somewhat. ‘Had 
anyone ever seen such a down-at-heel lot as we were?’ he wrote. ‘We 
wore odd coats and jackets, different sorts of shirts; some had ties, most 
didn’t; some had hats, some didn’t; all were dishevelled and filthily dirty. 
We all had young beards.’ With both soap and washing facilities in short 
supply, a change into a clean outfit became a rare occurrence, as Pilot 
Officer Stephen Johnson explained in his diary: “There are two methods 
of attacking the problem [of clothing hygiene]. Firstly one can wash 
one’s clothes as soon as they become dirty and so keep them all clean. 
Secondly one can let them all get very dirty and wash a minimum 
number when one wants to put on clean clothes. This is by far the 
most popular method.’ One or two Kriegies gave up the battle entirely, 
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neither washing nor—given the razor shortage—shaving. Combined 
with the dark, cluttered, and generally warren-like appearance of bar- 
rack-blocks without partitions, the visual effect (not to mention the 
smell) could be quite shocking to newly captured aircrew. ‘Jesus!’ 
Geoff Taylor remembered one new arrival exclaiming on entering a 
hut at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg): ‘where’s Fagin?’ Nor was scruffiness 
exclusively an RAF phenomenon. The Second Earl Haig, as noted in 
the previous chapter, was dressed down in Oflag XIIB (Hadamar) at one 
point by General Fortune because of his not-atypical less-than-smart 
turnout. ‘We had never bothered about our personal appearance,’ 
Tommy Calnan later reflected, ‘we were always scruffy and untidy and 
made no attempt to dress correctly.’*" 

Medical provisions and equipment sent by parcel were welcome, and 
on occasion German doctors could help to develop first-class treatment. 
Much of the time, however, not enough medicine and instruments 
arrived through the Red Cross, camp sickbays and hospitals were often 
lacking in everything from X-ray machines to anaesthetics, only a small 
percentage of working prisoners would be permitted to go sick at any one 
time, and British MOs were placed in the unenviable position of restrict- 
ing access to the few beds available. Necessary operations might be 
delayed, could take place without the right kind of anaesthetic or spe- 
cialist, and drugs and ointments used simply because that was all there 
was available. ‘It was not unknown for an aching tooth to be yanked out 
unceremoniously without anaesthetic, general or local,’ medical orderly 
H. L. Martin recorded, ‘and I once witnessed the removal of a circular 
piece of sequestrium (detached bone) from the centre of a man’s skull 
with no more than a pair of long forceps and a very strong surgeon’s 
wrist!’ At one point staff at a hospital attached to Stalag IXC were 
reduced to picking rose-hips because there were no vitamin tablets 
with which to help working prisoners suffering from tuberculosis, an 
increasingly deadly disease. RAMC doctors and other captured medical 
personnel, with the help of their more sympathetic German counterparts 
inside the Reich, worked tirelessly to keep the mortality rate down to 
about 5 per cent. But some Stabsdrzte were incompetent or unhelpful 
(‘any results we had were achieved largely in spite of him’, Dr D. L. 
Charters noted in reference to the German placed in charge of one 
hospital), treatment was necessarily limited, and otherwise preventable 
deaths did occur in the middle war years.*” 

Letters were always awaited eagerly, but not infrequently as the war 
dragged on could contain news that a sweetheart or wife had taken up 
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with another man. Such ‘Dear John’ notes, better known to air force 
prisoners as ‘messpots’ (from similar missives received by RAF types 
serving in Mesopotamia in the 1920s), caused a good deal of anguish. 
A sense of being one among many, as when it became a de facto camp 
policy to make the contents of such letters known to all, thus making 
them the subject of much grim and sardonic collective humour, could 
sometimes help. Though a few men were apparently indifferent and 
others put on a great show of bravado, there is no question that news 
of this kind was for the majority of recipients a serious blow to morale. ‘It 
was a really callous thing to do,’ Geoffrey Vaughan thought, ‘to tell a 
man in captivity that all his hopes and waiting had been in vain.’ Suicides 
sometimes resulted.** 

News bulletins produced less extreme, but still sometimes negative, 
reactions. It was good to know what was happening, but down to the end 
of 1942 much of the information was bad. Some Kriegies could maintain 
a degree of detachment—‘[f]or three years the war was just a large scale 
Radio thriller’, RAF pilot Robert Kee recalled—but for most the pro- 
gress of the war (and by extension how long they were likely to remain 
captive) was a subject of intense personal interest. “When the news was 
good our spirits rose accordingly’, as an officer at Luft III put it. ‘When 
the news was bad we were sometimes rather depressed.’ The prevalence 
of rumour as well as BBC-drawn fact added to uncertainty and swings 
between optimism and despair. The D-day landings of June 1944 raised 
hopes that prisoners would be home for Christmas; but then such hopes 
were dashed by news of enemy success, first at Arnhem and then in the 
Ardennes. ‘Morale sank to an all time low,’ Gunner Bernard Piddleston 
observed of his working party, ‘Tve never seen prisoners of war so 
disheartened as they were then.’** 

The manufacture of wine, beer, and spirits, though overall a positive 
contribution to the psychological well-being of prisoners, also had a 
down side. While drunk, a man could exercise dangerously poor judge- 
ment (as when an RAF prisoner decided to pay a visit to another 
compound and tried to climb over the intervening wire). Crashing 
hangovers the morning after were inevitable; and in a limited number 
of cases the effects of home-made alcoholic beverages could be far 
worse. By inadvertently poisoning themselves Kriegies could go blind, 
insane, or even die. The dangers involved were vividly illustrated to one 
group of would-be distillers at Stalag Luft IV, after their ultimate con- 
coction was left overnight in a tin washbasin. “The whole area around 
our bed was damp and smelled vaguely of disinfectant’, Sergeant 
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Herbert Woolley related. ‘I picked up the basin. It was pitted and 
corroded, full of tiny pinprick-sized holes.’ Little wonder that in at 
least two camps the senior British MO fully supported the German 
ban on amateur alcohol.*° 

Trade, meanwhile, although meeting certain individual needs and a 
significant sign that small material surpluses existed, had its own prob- 
lems. Especially in times of relative scarcity—that is, when parcels were 
not coming through—free-market capitalist trade within camps led to 
suspicions of sharp practice and price gouging by those in ‘the rackets’, 
as well as serious cigarette-currency inflation.*° Combined with pressure 
from escaping officers for the camp authorities to exert control of trade 
with guards as a means of efficiently obtaining needed escape equip- 
ment, this could produce sometimes successful calls for price controls or 
the outright ‘nationalization’ of internal and/or external trade in the 
bigger camps. At Oflag VIIC (Laufen) and Oflag XXIB (Schubin), for 
instance, a fixed points system was developed, while at Stalag Luft I the 
SBO audited the traders’ books in the last year of the war and insisted on 
each block having a designated trade representative. At Stalag Luft III 
(Sagan) a non-profit management system was eventually imposed. In 
some of the army stalags, however, the impression remained that racket- 
eers were prospering at the expense of ordinary Kriegies.*’ 

The influence of organized religion in the middle war years was 
perhaps not as great as was sometimes imagined. Cyril Scarborough, a 
Catholic chaplain who eventually ended up at Colditz, argued that ‘it’s a 
mistake to think that POWs are good at practising their religion—they’re 
not’. As far as services went the numbers tended to decline to normal 
(i.e. civilian) levels in times of relative prosperity. ‘A cynic once 
remarked to me that the attendance at our church services was inversely 
related to the number of parcels arriving in the camp’, an observation to 
which Church of England chaplain David Head had no satisfactory 
response. Padres tended to become popular because of their self- 
sacrifice rather than as a result of pure godliness. Conversely, whatever 
their spiritual state, they could be despised if they appeared to place their 
own physical comfort ahead of their flock’s needs, as apparently 
happened on occasion at Lamsdorf.*® 

There were also limits to expanding the mind while behind barbed 
wire. Some POWs worried that paying too much attention to texts could 
result in a warped sense of reality and be the first step on the path to 
losing one’s mind. A rather more obvious problem was that working 
prisoners—meaning the majority of Kriegies—usually did not have 


BODY AND SOUL | 175 


either the time or, spread out as they usually were in satellite camps, the 
resources to undertake courses of study at all. For the exam system to 
work, furthermore, the mail had to be fairly regular, and flexibility (i.e. a 
willingness to tailor what was done to the circumstances in a particular 
place) had to be shown by the examining bodies concerned. Unfortu- 
nately this was not always the case, as Arthur Gibbs, a medical orderly at 
a POW hospital attached to Stalag IXC, found out: 


In the latter half of 1942, I had written to the School of Accountancy asking for a 
correspondence course in preparation for the Certified Accountants examin- 
ations. At the same time I wrote to the New Bodleian [Library], Oxford, asking 
for a correspondence course in shipping. The School of Accountancy wrote 
advising me to apply directly to the Certified Accountants Association to re- 
quest exemption from the preliminary examination covering general sub- 
jects... The Association duly received my letter and sent a form to complete 
which I returned in March 1943—s0 that by this time 9 months had elapsed. 
The New Bodleian had replied saying that they were sending a book on Ship- 
ping Law and a Pittman’s Shipping course. These arrived in June 1943 via the 
British Red Cross who had posted them in October 1942! 


While sheer numbers allowed for courses to be taken other than solo in 
the bigger camps, lack of space meant that there were few places to read 
and work quietly: ‘there is always noise’, Martin Lidbetter complained in 
a letter home from Stalag VIIIB in April 1942.*° 

Crowding was in fact a more general difficulty. Lacking any personal 
privacy and living on top of one another for weeks, months, and then 
years, even the most tolerant individuals could eventually feel claustro- 
phobic and grow irritable. ‘Sometimes you would find yourself hating all 
the other men in your room with a great and all-destructive loathing’, an 
officer at Sagan remembered. ‘You would lie on your bunk and think of 
each man in turn and remember his particular nasty habits and the 
shortcomings which you could bear no longer.’ Kriegies did their best 
to be tolerant of each other’s foibles, but over time this became more and 
more difficult. Heated arguments could break out over the most trivial of 
questions, and solo time in cells for one Verboten activity or another might 
even be welcomed. ‘I suppose in an ordinary life to be given ten days 
solitary confinement in the cooler would be a nasty experience’, Dick 
Churchill, another Luft III prisoner, reflected in a television interview. ‘If 
on the other hand you were always in a room with six or eight people, then 
you had peace and quiet for once, it wasn’t such a hardship at all.’?° 

Captivity could take a serious psychological toll over time. Everything 
remained the same day after day, there was nowhere to go, and time 
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passed excruciatingly slowly. For those without the inner resources to 
find ways to fill their waking hours—anything from reading and games 
to working on escape schemes—the tediousness of Kriegie life behind 
the wire could weigh heavily. ‘If you have never had the experience you 
can never imagine what it is like to get up in the morning to face a long 
empty day with nothing whatever to do except what you do yourself’, an 
officer captured in 1940 commented.°' Some men lived from day to day, 
trying not to think about how much longer they would be behind the 
wire. Other long-term Kriegies, though, especially non-working men, 
could find it harder and harder as time went on to avoid becoming 
withdrawn and seriously depressed. ‘I would stand on parade during 
roll call,’ Canadian air gunner Andrew Cox later wrote of his worst bout 
of low spirits, ‘snow pelting into my face and a biting, arctic wind 
blowing through my unbuttoned vest, not feeling the cold, just wishing 
that my life would end...” Other men simply turned their face to the 
wall and refused to emerge from under their blankets for days or weeks 
other than for Appell.** 

The true extent of the problem may never be known. ‘One continually 
heard stories of people who had ‘‘gone round the bend’”’, Guy Morgan 
wrote of life at Marlag (O), ‘but who, on closer inquiry, turned out to be 
exhibiting no more than harmless eccentricity.” Morgan himself thought 
that the incidence of mental illness was actually lower behind the wire 
than in wartime civvy street, and a study based on discharge figures 
compiled by the Department of Army Psychiatry suggested that Kriegies 
were in fact less likely to suffer from hysteria and manic-depression than 
their free counterparts. On the other hand, the line between eccentricity 
and madness could be a fine one, especially given that mental illness was 
something many preferred to ignore. The same army study found a 
much higher percentage of anxiety neurosis among POWs. While 
many sufferers managed to pull themselves together, others found the 
strains of captivity too much and in effect lost their minds.? 

Some of these men were eventually repatriated in the course of the 
war, but sometimes too late for effective treatment and—as with the 
physically crippled—too few in number. Disputes between the respect- 
ive governments over how many POWs should be included in particular 
exchanges and over treatment of prisoners, along with routing difficul- 
ties, meant that only four transfers occurred relatively late in the war 
(October 1943, March and September 1944, and January 1945). Worries 
over numerical reciprocity and the fear that some cases were in fact sane 
men trying to wangle a ticket home meant that a fair number of truly ill 
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prisoners remained behind wire. Though men who became seriously 
delusional or depressive were often hospitalized or watched over by their 
fellows, it was not always possible to prevent desperate men from hang- 
ing themselves, cutting their own throats, or—as happened in several 
camps—suddenly climbing the wire in full view of guards under orders 
to shoot. ”* 


Improvements in the middle war years, in short, tended to be relative. 
What was more, conditions sharply deteriorated in the last six months or 
so of the war. The intensification of Allied bombing of the Reich and 
consequent ever-more serious disruption of the transportation network 
meant that it was harder and harder to maintain the supply of the all- 
important parcels to the camps. Local food supplies were increasingly 
under strain, and fuel sources practically vanished in the last winter of 
the war. The sight of massed formations of Allied aircraft was good for 
morale, as was the end of fighting coming into sight. There were growing 
concerns, though, that Hitler might order the execution of POWs, 
especially aircrew, in a last act of desperate vengeance rather than 
allow prisoners to be liberated. And in the meantime an increasingly 
acute shortage of parcels, food, and fuel, combined with the influx of 
prisoners from the periphery into the contracting centre of the Third 
Reich, meant that life was again becoming very precarious. 
Arbeitskommandos were often the first to feel the pinch. Geoffrey 
Vaughan, out on one of the working parties from Lamsdorf, found that 
by the end of 1944 rations had been cut by a quarter, and by early 1945 
the all-important Red Cross parcels had ceased to arrive entirely. In a 
satellite camp attached to Mühlberg, another soldier recalled, the Red 
Cross parcel supply ‘dropped from once a fortnight to once a month, 
and eventually to none at all’. Those in the main camps also suffered as 
reserves ran low. By February 1945 there were no parcels left at Stalag 
IIIA (Luckenwalde). The camp population had ballooned to 16,000, 
rations were more and more meagre, and dysentery was rife. There was 
virtually nothing that the camp doctors could do, and in the opinion of 
one observer everyone ‘was slowly starving’. In Hohenfels men were 
once more blacking out on parade and spending most of their time in 
bed trying to endure the combination of acute hunger and cold. By the 
end of 1944 at Oflag 79 there were no Red Cross parcels and daily 
rations consisted of little more than a cup of acorn coffee, two thin slices 
of black bread, two small boiled potatoes, and a bowl of thin soup. Not 
surprisingly, cases of famine oedema began to appear in early 1945. In 
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Oflag VA (Weinsburg), where conditions remained better longer than in 
many other camps, Lieutenant A. F. Powell nevertheless noted that 
between April 1944 and January 1945 he lost twenty-three pounds in 
weight over and above what he had shed after capture back in 1941. 
Everywhere the price of cigarettes as well as Red Cross food items had 
shot up astronomically as outside sources dried up. “Iwo colonels and a 
padre were admitted to hospital suffering from malnutrition,’ Philip 
Kindersley noted, ‘simply because they had exchanged what little food 
they had for cigarettes.” 

Dwindling supplies and increasing privation also led to more stealing. 
Those caught might find themselves up on a charge before the senior man 
and awarded punishments such as close confinement for several weeks. 
Most of those caught, however, were dealt with summarily and rather 
more harshly by their fellows. In practice this meant being beaten up, 
dumped in a cesspit, and/or flogged. As an officer who admitted to having 
stolen potatoes later wrote, what happened was a ‘situation brought 
about by continuous and unbroken hunger’, and showed ‘vividly the 
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moral deprivation one can suffer as a result of acute malnutrition’. 


What then of Colditz? As in other spheres, the experience of prisoners at 
Oflag IVC with regard to body and soul was a mixture of the typical and 
the unique. 

British officers did not begin to arrive at this Sonderlager until late in 
1940, by which time the shortages brought about by the events of the 
spring and summer had begun to abate. The first Red Cross issue arrived 
by Christmas (“The excitement had to be seen to be believed’, Pat Reid 
reported), and by the time ICRC delegates inspected the camp in the 
spring of 1941 the German rations, similar in composition to those 
elsewhere, were dubbed ‘sufficient but not abundant’. Though the 
supply was sometimes intermittent, enough Red Cross parcels arrived 
to allow for at least between one and two parcels per person every three 
weeks. ‘With regard to Red X parcels the camp is remarkably well 
stocked,’ Lieutenant Michael Riviere assured his mother in a letter 
dated April 1944, ‘stuff has been pouring in from Switzerland over the 
last few months, & we have supplies till the end of September.’ Small 
vegetable plots on the castle slope were also eventually sanctioned. Even 
before tins of cigarettes began to arrive in the usual large quantities, 
prisoners at Colditz who were truly desperate could buy Junaks from the 
canteen. Though the weak beer that could be purchased in the early 
months soon disappeared, a number of enthusiastic officers acting solo 
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or in combination built brewing apparatuses and constructed stills. 
Using bottles, tins, boxes, and bits of lavatory piping enterprising men 
were able to produce alcoholic concoctions such as ‘firewater’ or ‘jam 
alc’ that aided in making occasions such as Christmas and New Year’s 
Eve in captivity merrier affairs than they would otherwise have been: 
they ‘had an enormously good effect’, Peter Storie-Pugh commented. As 
elsewhere domestic trade soon began to flourish.”’ 

Basic medical care was adequate at Colditz, with several RAMC 
doctors and medical orderlies in residence along with a German MO 
to oversee the camp sick quarters, and a system in place whereby serious 
cases could be transferred elsewhere for treatment. At times, indeed, 
there was a veritable surfeit of physicians. ‘Four doctors and two den- 
tists,’ Geoffrey Ransom wrote in a letter sent home in March 1944, ‘ina 
camp of 200 odd are not needed on medical grounds!’ Most of the 
medical personnel had ended up at Colditz because they were trouble- 
makers rather than because of a pressing need for physicians. But while 
in theory certain individuals were not recognized as camp doctors by the 
German authorities, they nevertheless continued to dispense medical 
advice and examine patients. The overall result was quite positive. ‘On the 
whole the physical health amongst the officers was very good’, Dr Ion 
Ferguson observed.°® 

Spare uniform parts were at first in very short supply at Oflag IVC, but 
by early 1941 enough parcels were getting through to allow for the issue of 
liberal amounts of clothing as and when required. Most members of the 
British contingent, however, apparently encouraged by Colonel German, 
continued to dress rather like vagabonds. ‘It was common for a Britisher 
to appear on parade’, Pat Reid recounted in his first book, ‘... wearing a 
woollen balaclava or no cap at all, a khaki battledress blouse, blue R.A.F. 
or red Czech army trousers, home-knitted socks of any colour, and 
trailing a pair of clogs on his feet.’ This puzzled other nationalities, but 
was in keeping with the general lack of attention and respect paid to the 
Germans by the British on Appell. “Though many of them were distin- 
guished soldiers,’ Earl Haig noted on his arrival at Colditz, ‘the variety of 
their dress showed they did not suffer from regimentation.’”°” 

Letters—which had to be diverted for each new arrival—were allowed 
in and out on the usual scale. As far as news was concerned, British 
prisoners at Colditz were at a disadvantage for the first twenty months in 
not having their own secret radio set. ‘Whenever a new arrival came into 
the gates he was assailed for news’, Corran Purdon noted. However, 
information was relayed by the French contingent, which had radio 
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receivers, and in the summer of 1943 a set was passed over when the 
French were cleared out. Taking care to keep its location a secret, those 
responsible for the radio introduced a version of the standard procedure 
for the taking down and dissemination of war information. “The feeling 
of being in touch with the outside world through the reception of the 
B.B.C. news broadcasts and other broadcasts’, a summary report on 
Colditz asserted, ‘was of inestimable value in maintaining morale 
throughout the period.’ 

Religious needs were generally well catered for at Colditz, there being 
both a Church of England and a Methodist chaplain in residence from 
early on and a purpose-built chapel in which to worship (though this was 
closed in the summer of the third year owing to the discovery of a 
tunnel). Catholics received communion at Polish or French services 
until the winter of 1943, when a Roman Catholic chaplain took up 
residence. Education also took hold. By 1941 lectures were under way, 
a good library was being built up, and needed equipment was arriving 
courtesy of the YMCA. ‘Most prisoners accepted their fate,’ thought 
Peter Allan, ‘[and] got down and studied.’ Debates—sometimes of a 
political nature—were set up, and as elsewhere, professional examin- 
ations could eventually be taken. At least one officer at Colditz qualified 
as a chartered accountant." 

Despite all this, and a tendency on the part of several former residents 
to portray their time there as cheerful and uplifting, it should not be 
thought that being a prisoner at Oflag IVC was akin to successive terms 
in a particularly boisterous public school. Life was still very difficult, and 
though physical conditions were better than in many places, there were 
aspects to the experience that were just as bad—sometimes even worse— 
than in other POW camps. 

< “Never a dull moment” ’, Pat Reid wrote in his first book, ‘might well 
have been the motto on the armorial bearings of Oflag IVC.’ For some 
prisoners, certainly, there was enough activity within the walls for them 
to claim that they were never at a loss for something to do and always 
possessed an optimistic outlook. ‘I was never bored’, Hugh Bruce cat- 
egorically stated in an interview, while Jimmy Yule claimed that his and 
most others’ morale in Colditz was ‘absolutely wonderful’ right down to 
the last days of the war.°” 

This was not true, however, of everyone. Food, for one thing, 
remained a major preoccupation and a gnawing problem. German 
rations in this camp were poor in quality throughout the war, with little 
in the way of green vegetables and no fresh milk. Red Cross parcels 
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staved off actual starvation, but the desire for food remained. In March 
1941 Ellison Platt recorded in his diary that an officer had been caught 
hoarding bread at the expense of his messmates. Pat Reid, on reviewing 
the situation in Colditz after his own escape, had to admit that without 
enough vitamins and protein men became ‘physically weak’ and that 
many ‘took to their beds for long periods of the day’. Using cigarettes 
and chocolate from parcels, POWs were able to bribe guards for eggs, 
onions, and other extra food items, but demand was so great on the 
British side that massive inflation soon occurred. In early 1944 the SBO 
ordered that free trade should cease and enforced strict price controls 
through a designated quartermaster. This was the right thing to do, but 
it was not greeted with universal enthusiasm. Since the basic problem 
(scarcity) still persisted, there were those who continued to trade il- 
legally. ‘You are always hungry,’ Billie Stephens later wrote, ‘which 
means that you spend most of your time thinking about food.’°? 

There were activities and pastimes that could fill in the empty hours. 
But these were sometimes dangerous, not available, or difficult to stick 
to. The alcohol created at Colditz had the usual after-effects in terms of 
crashing hangovers. Padre Platt noted down a sign posted on the med- 
ical inspection room door the day after a particularly raucous drinking 
party: ‘If any British officer thinks he feels worse than the MOs, will he 
please visit them in their room.’ The stuff could also be on occasion quite 
toxic—‘it took the fillings out of your teeth’, as Corran Purdon put it. 
One officer developed serious cirrhosis of the liver from drinking the 
fluid he had distilled, while others went temporarily blind. ‘I stored it in 
an enamel mug, one of my most valued possessions,’ Miles Reid wrote of 
some raisin wine he had gotten a hootch-king to distil in 1944, ‘but it ate 
its way through both a crack in the enamel and the iron underneath and 
luckily leaked away in my cupboard before I could poison myself by 
drinking it for Christmas.’ Little wonder that Colonel Tod came to take 
an extremely dim view of hootch celebrations.°* 

The opportunities to move about and stretch one’s legs in Colditz 
were very limited, what with the prisoners’ courtyard being only about 
the size of a tennis court, the outside exercise field often being closed off 
because of escape attempts, and parole walks being restricted. Though 
less crowded than in many oflags, prisoners in Colditz were still living in 
very close proximity to one another: so much so that, even if no blow-ups 
occurred in quarters, there were those who found a few days or a week or 
two in cells a welcome break. ‘One really quite relished the peace and 
quiet and having a room to oneself’, Gris Davies-Scourfield explained.©” 
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In some respects harmony was easier to maintain at Colditz than at 
other camps because the population was small and the background and 
outlook of prisoners were more uniform than elsewhere. Practically 
every officer there had demonstrated a marked antipathy to quietly 
sitting out the war—hence their presence in the Schloss. Most were 
youngish men captured in the first years of the war, with many shared 
experiences. ‘Of course, the other thing you’ve got to remember is this,’ 
Hugo Ironside stressed in an interview, ‘that the majority of us had been 
to public schools.’ Haig, tellingly, found Colditz rather more socially 
exclusive than other camps: ʻI did find a very large percentage amongst 
the British people there who came from my own walk of life’, he ex- 
plained; ‘the whole atmosphere was very much, you know, the country 
gentleman set up.’ Though the men of Colditz were individualists to a 
man, and collectively quite unregimented (at least compared to their 
peers elsewhere), a common background and attitudes did produce a 
dominant—though perhaps largely unconscious—system of values that 
alienated the few truly odd men out.°° 

Birendra Nath Mazumdar was not the only doctor to be sent to 
Colditz for complaining too much about the poor medical conditions 
in POW camps, and once there not allowed to practise. But he was the 
sole Indian prisoner to darken the doors of the castle, and—partly as a 
result of his own fierce independence and nationalist sympathies—soon 
began to feel excluded and looked down upon by Anglo-Indian officers 
in particular and much of the camp population in general. Life became 
so ‘unbearable’ for Mazumdar at Oflag IVC that he staged a successful 
hunger strike to force the Germans to transfer him elsewhere.’ 

The Methodist chaplain Ellison Platt, despite his initial enthusiasm, 
eventually grew disenchanted with some of his fellow prisoners. Other 
padres at Colditz recognized that matters of the spirit did not necessarily 
take precedence over matters of the flesh. But Platt refused to turn a 
blind eye to what he saw as ‘perverted’ pseudo-erotic activity (see 
following chapter): ‘he was censorious of much of our behaviour, and 
said so!’ Tommy Catlow recalled. Platt, needless to say, considered 
‘excitable’ in his turn, had not been to boarding school.®° 

There was also a minority who disliked the prevailing Tory political 
ethos. Both by background and temperament, most prisoners at Colditz 
appeared out of sympathy with the left-wing trend in politics. ‘Many had 
been prisoners since 1940’, wrote Michael Burn, along with Giles 
Romilly one of the few openly pro-Left POWs; ‘it cannot have been 
pleasant to have some smart newcomer instructing them that England 
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had changed, was changing, and ought to be changed more.’ A Marxist 
study group and public lectures on the virtues of Socialism were toler- 
ated, but only just. While some of the more retrograde opinions of certain 
titled officers might give rise to vocal derision during well-attended 
debates on, say, the future of the monarchy or the Beveridge Report, 
the overall political atmosphere at Colditz was apparently far from rad- 
ical. ‘I was told that one senior British officer forbade his subordinates to 
attend,’ Burn recalled, ‘and that another wished to have me tried for 
treason after the war.’ Little wonder that the fictionalized account of life 
as a Kriegie that Burn wrote while at Colditz is filled with alienation.©” 

Whatever one’s politics, study could be difficult, especially for the 
restless. Ennui was still hard to avoid—“‘there were still times when you 
were absolutely bored’, admitted Jack Best. The war news, meanwhile, 
might be ‘pretty bleak’, as Mike Harvey put it, and there was of course 
the uncertainty—particularly tough on restless and energetic young men 
feeling left out of things—as to when exactly it would end. The winter of 
1943-4 was particularly trying on morale. ‘Our cross is the curse of 
waiting’, read the heartfelt opening line of the last verse of a poem 
written by Alan Campbell while incarcerated at Colditz.’° 

As the war dragged on year after year a proportion of the inhabitants of 
Colditz—by that very fact more restive than most prisoners—were 
having trouble coping mentally with captivity within the walls of the 
Schloss. The proportion of officers who sat and passed exams in 1943-4 
was much lower than in other places, suggesting that organized study 
was less of a balm at Oflag IVC than in most other officer camps.’’ Dr 
Ion Ferguson reported that while physical health was generally sound, in 
very many cases ‘mental health bordered on the psychotic side of normal 
behaviour’. There were at least four officers who became unbalanced 
enough to be hospitalized, and several others who teetered on the edge 
of insanity. ‘I suddenly realised I was going round the bend,’ Jack Best 
remembered, after which ‘I took myself, metaphorically, off to the corner 
of the room, and gave myself a good dressing down.’ Not all were able to 
cope alone, however, and a characteristically British tendency to ignore 
the realities of psychiatric illness did nothing to help. One officer tried to 
hang himself, while the sudden dash to scale the wire in the exercise park 
that resulted in the shooting death of Mike Sinclair in September 1944 
was widely regarded—albeit perhaps erroneously—as the product of a 
spontaneous breakdown in reason. ‘I remember seeing one chap going 
demonstrably off his rocker at an appell (roll call),’ Jack Champ recalled, 
‘crying and pleading with the guards to shoot him.’’” 
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Matters were not made easier by the extreme reluctance on the part of 
OKW to allow one of the mixed medical commissions that chose suit- 
able cases for repatriation from among the severely ill or wounded to 
visit Colditz. Only twelve months before the end of the war did a visit 
occur, and even then Colonel Tod had to push hard for all worthy cases 
to be examined. Not all those passed by the Swiss doctors, moreover, 
were allowed to go home.”? 

Things became worse for everyone in the winter of 1944-5. It was 
clear that the war was not going to be over by Christmas. The supply of 
Red Cross parcels slowed and then stopped altogether. Daily rations 
declined to an estimated 1,300 calories—‘a diet that would ensure loss of 
weight even if one were just lying in bed all the time’, according to 
dentist Julius Green—and then to an estimated 1,000 calories. Starva- 
tion loomed, and it was not uncommon for prisoners to be seen scouring 
the cookhouse rubbish for possible edibles. ‘After we’d peeled a turnip,’ 
as orderly Syd Smith put it, ‘we used to peel the peelings.’ Suspicions 
grew that some men were getting more food than others, and there was 
mounting concern that Hitler might order the execution of the prison 
population—all ipso facto defined as enemies of the Reich—rather than 
see them liberated. Anxiety levels rose considerably in the last months, 
even as morale increased. ’* 


All in all, prisoners at Oflag IVC enjoyed most of the same benefits and 
suffered many of the same body-and-soul hardships as their counter- 
parts elsewhere. There was an unusually strong sense of camaraderie 
among the ‘bad boys’ of Colditz—at least down to 1943—but morale did 
at times suffer, and sheer restlessness meant that prolonged captivity was 
probably harder to bear psychologically for Schloss inmates than it was 
for the average Kriegie. Bottled-up stress could not be worked off 
through physical labour, since under the Geneva Convention officers 
were considered gentlemen and therefore above menial work. But, as we 
shall see, the men of Colditz could and did play hard. 
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6 Work and Play 


Belligerents may employ as workmen prisoners of war who are 
physically fit, other than officers or persons of equivalent status, 
according to their rank and their ability. 


(from Article 27, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Belligerents shall encourage as much as possible the organization 
of intellectual and sporting pursuits by the prisoners of war. 


(from Article 17, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


The single most significant difference in the POW experience of other 
ranks, as against that of officers, related to employment. Under the 
terms of the Geneva Convention, those with commissions, as well as 
many non-commissioned officers, were exempt from the provision that 
prisoners could be compelled to engage in non-war-related work by the 
detaining power while in captivity. As a result, while officers spent 
almost all their time behind the wire, most other ranks found themselves 
labouring for the Reich. 

Opinion differed as to whether it was better to be in a main camp or out 
on a working party. Officers and non-working NCOs, feeling cooped up 
and bored to distraction, might envy what they imagined was the com- 
paratively varied and incident-filled life led by working prisoners. Those 
who had no choice but to labour often saw things rather differently. Jobs 
could be immensely tedious and fatiguing, a world away from the con- 
certs, games, and other recreational pursuits working men imagined were 
available to ‘Stalag Wallahs’ and those confined in oflags. In overall terms 
it was probably better for both body and soul to be working than to be 
idle; but this did not prevent many Kriegies from strenuously seeking to 
avoid the former in favour of at least a period enjoying the latter.’ 


Whether working as members of an Arbeitskommando (a working 
party employed by a contractor at a particular location) or a Bau und 


194 | WORK AND PLAY 


Arbeitsbattalion (one of the mobile pioneer parties that, over time, 
became virtually indistinguishable from more static groups), POWs 
were in theory protected by the Geneva Convention. Under its terms 
prisoners were to be fed, paid, and worked at rates comparable to civilian 
workers, and employed on projects that were neither dangerous nor 
directly contributing to the German war effort. The hope of better 
conditions than those found in the stalags after the mass arrival of 
POWs led many to ‘volunteer’ for work that, so they were told, would 
be an improvement. But as new Kriegies soon discovered, neither enemy 
promises nor international law necessarily determined what working life 
would be like in a state increasingly short of home-front manpower as 
the war dragged on.” 

Physical conditions could vary a good deal from one working camp to 
another, as we have seen. So too, depending in part on what was 
deducted for upkeep and what type of work was being done, could 
rates of pay. The length of the working day and week might differ both 
between and within one industry or area and another, along with the 
working rations made available. Parties ranged in size from less than a 
dozen to over a thousand men, and prisoners usually found themselves 
moved either as individuals or en masse from one job location to another 
at least once and perhaps as many as nine or more times in the course of 
their captivity. Nice or nasty civilian overseers could and did cause 
marked improvement or deterioration in the quality of working life. 
Prisoners who had been white-collar workers before the war had more 
of an adjustment to make to the general type of work they were ordered 
to undertake—mostly of the heavy manual variety—than working-class 
men who had been similarly employed in civvy street. Amidst all these 
variables, and in spite of occasional German efforts to deceive POWs as 
to what kind of work they were being sent out to do, over time Kriegies 
built up a fairly uniform and accurate picture of the best and worst type 
of Arbeitskommando based on the type of work being done.’ 

The best place to work, it was widely reckoned, was on the land. “The 
great prize’, Sim Watson recalled, ‘was to be sent to a farm.’ The 
working day might continue from dawn to dusk in season, but there 
was fresh air and greater relative freedom in the fields, and—import- 
antly—the prospect of acquiring more food than elsewhere. In some 
cases Kriegies became de facto members of the household. “The main 
occupation in winter was the lounge where the ladies would spin wool 
and we prisoners would shell peas and beans’, Reg King fondly recalled. 
‘Some of the prisoners liked their jobs so much and got on so well that 
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they stayed with their farm for the duration of the war’, asserted Sam 
Kydd. Not all among the approximately 20 per cent of British prisoners 
employed in agriculture found conditions quite so idyllic. Overseers 
could be harsh, and men might be injured or even killed while carrying 
out unfamiliar tasks. However, most postwar accounts of life on the land 
suggest that Kriegies were right to prefer this kind of Arbeitsko- 
mmando.* 

Forestry work, though occasionally dangerous, was also generally 
considered a good option. Road and railway repair gangs and building- 
site parties had a more variable reputation, as did the majority of 
Arbeitskommandos that involved loading and unloading material in 
hundreds of mills, foundries, and factories of various kinds, where the 
majority of Kriegies laboured. Cement works were disliked because of 
the dust, while chemical plants on occasion produced fumes that proved 
injurious or even lethal. (In 1944-5 a new danger was added to work at 
synthetic-fuel installations and transport sites by USAAF bombing 
raids.) Carpenters, bricklayers, electricians, and other skilled workers 
were envied by their less fortunate fellows for having evaded the heavy 
work of those given picks and shovels, to the point where men might 
claim knowledge of a trade that they did not in fact posses. Prisoners not 
surprisingly preferred relatively light jobs (such as road-sweeping) to 
heavy labour (such as rock-quarrying), especially in light of the fact 
that they were given significantly less in the way of rations than German 
civilians.” 

The worst jobs, it was widely accepted, were down the mines. Digging 
coal was hard, claustrophobic, and dirty work, the hours were usually 
very long, and German overseers were often brutal. For those who had 
never gone below ground before, their first experience could be trau- 
matic. ‘I believed I had arrived in hell itself’, wrote Ewart Jones of his 
first day in the tunnels: 


[T]he cavern was full of foul smoke. Pit props with flickering little lights on them 
leaned drunkenly out of the murk, and rows of naked black arms wielding 
shovels moved back and forth, back and forth in the abysmal gloom. Above a 
metal trough shook up and down, hurling lumps of coal back towards the 
conveyor belt, and the noise of rock against metal, coupled with that of the 
compressed air engine, was absolutely deafening. 


Safety precautions below ground—especially where prisoners or slave 
workers were concerned—were minimal, and gas inhalation as well as 
injury from unsafe equipment and roof-falls a constant danger. Men 
returning in a steady stream with smashed limbs and pulped faces were 
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noted at Lamsdorf, and most prisoners would have agreed with the 
assessment of the International Red Cross that the worst conditions 
for working POWs were to be found in the German mining industry. 
‘When a prisoner became a miner,’ as Peter Winter put it, ‘he had 
reached the end of the line.’ 

Variable conditions only increased the natural tendency for prisoners 
to avoid work and seek better conditions where possible. Since refusing 
outright to leave a stalag to join an Arbeitskommando usually meant a 
jail sentence, Kriegies developed alternative avoidance tactics. NCOs 
were supposed to work only in a supervisory capacity. As it took time for 
the enemy to check up on ranks and establish true identities, especially 
in big places like Lamsdorf, enterprising soldiers tacked stripes to their 
arm or altered pay-books in a game of self-promotion designed to allow 
them to steer clear of pick-and-shovel work. Other options included 
making friends with camp staff to ensure being sent to a pleasant loca- 
tion and—particularly if being sent to the mines seemed likely—trying to 
appear too ill to go out. Periodically, though, the Germans would 
conduct comb-outs of stalag staff personnel. If the sick parade grew 
too large, even sympathetic British MOs might be forced to turn shirkers 
away in order to find bed-space for the truly ill, while German doctors 
were known to pass men as fit even after they had resorted to swallowing 
carbolic soap.’ 

Faking or exaggerating injuries and sickness in order to rest or be 
relocated once in an Arbeitskommando was also possible. Francis Jones 
remembered with admiration the successful techniques employed by 
newly arrived veteran cases on a quarry party late in the war: 


The first day three of the new recruits reported sick. Being expert at this kind of 
thing, they stayed sick and Wertzig [the overseer] never saw them. Jock, a tiny 
Glaswegian, rubbed ersatz butter into a cut in his arm, and developed a minor 
skin infection. Curly, from Bow Bells, had a swollen wrist. He tapped it with the 
back of a spoon for half an hour before it swelled sufficiently, but he knew that 
five minutes a day after that would be ample. Harry, the third invalid, was out of 
action with a bad foot. It didn’t bother him until the Germans were around, but 
he wouldn’t disclose details. ‘It’s a professional secret,’ he said. 


Another successful ruse involved the drinking of a special concoction 
designed to temporarily raise the body temperature to 100° Fahrenheit.® 

British camp leaders and medical personnel in the satellite camps 
devised sick rosters that allowed healthy men to have a few days off as 
sick on a rotation basis, while (as long as genuinely ill men were not put 
at risk) British MOs in stalag hospitals were willing to fudge diagnoses 


WORK AND PLAY | 197 


and practise ‘looking-glass medicine’ in order to fool German doctors 
and keep comparatively fit men unemployable. A minor racket de- 
veloped involving ‘necessary’ circumcision operations followed by a 
prolonged recovery period of several weeks.” 

Unfortunately, dodging the column by going sick did not always work. 
On the tougher Arbeitskommandos only 4 per cent of the workforce 
might be allowed off at any one time, and then only for the really serious 
cases such as those with broken bones. In such circumstances the more 
desperate Kriegies might resort to the self-infliction of real injuries. The 
aim was to produce ‘Krankers’—conditions serious enough to necessi- 
tate at least temporary removal from the mines or other unpleasant 
work. Knee or wrist bruises would be nursed into fluid-filled horrors 
by repeated tapping; festering sores could be created through sanding or 
rubbing dirt and other matter into razor cuts; burns would be induced 
through pouring boiling water over a hand or rubbing in caustic soda. A 
more common practice, indicative of how bad conditions might be, was 
to have a mate break fingers or toes (or even do the deed oneself).'° 

Fortunately there were usually less painful ways of dodging the 
column on many job locations. In some instances, especially where 
large numbers of men and big industrial concerns were involved, it 
might be possible simply to hide either in camp or at the work-site and 
go to sleep. There was, however, always the risk of being caught napping, 
as Robert Gale learned from a friend at Lamsdorf who had been working 
in a coal-mine. ‘Steve had managed to discover a technique to avoid 
working for the enemy’, Gale reported; ‘he simply hid in a disused 
working, blew out his lamp, and went to sleep. However he did this 
once too often for he awoke one day to find himself surrounded by 
Germans with their lamps shining on him and they gave him such a 
thorough beating that he had been unfit for work for three days.’ Some 
men, however, always seemed to manage to find a way of eluding 
detection while ‘Doing a Churchill’, as hiding was sometimes patriotic- 
ally called.!! 

Wandering off and taking a break for cigarettes or tea when backs were 
turned was another possibility. ‘[T]he guards found themselves involved 
almost hourly in a game of hide-and-seek with some prisoner or other 
who had left his job for a quiet stroll around the factory’, Adrian Vincent 
wrote of daily life at a quarry and cement works early in the war. ‘When 
caught he always had an answer—an order had been misunderstood; he 
was looking for a better shovel or for the foreman to discuss a problem 
that had arisen about the unloading of some wagons.’ An enterprising 
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pair of Geordies managed to avoid real work for several days by studi- 
ously carrying a plank from one spot to another before being caught out. 
Opportunities were even greater in the largely unsupervised crating 
department of a paper mill in 1942, as Donald Edgar fondly remem- 
bered: ‘We brewed up tea or made coffee on a little stove and had a 
cigarette more or less as we felt like it.’ A similarly comfortable environ- 
ment was established in the machine shop where G. F. Warsop was left 
alone in 1944: ‘most of my 12 hour shift was whiled away, chatting to my 
mates in the various shops, or holding meetings in the latrine.’’” 

Even on outside jobs in small groups it might be possible to avoid 
doing very much actual work, since supervisors and guards could not 
keep an eye on every prisoner for every minute, and some at least grew 
tired of constant chivvying. Spades and pickaxes might turn into props 
rather than tools. As Gordon Manners commented in relation to road- 
building, ‘it’s surprising how busy one can look by merely leaning on a 
shovel when you have learned how’. An apparent unfamiliarity with 
tools and the mantra phrase ‘Nicht Verstehen? (‘I don’t understand’) 
sometimes came in useful as a means of prodding the German trying 
to explain a job into doing most of it himself. British officers out for a 
parole walk in 1944 observed how this game might ideally operate: 


I vividly recall [Frederick Corfield related] ... when we passed a party of British 
other ranks supposedly working on a drainage project but in fact giving a 
splendid example of typical British bloody-mindedness. . . by studiously playing 
the ‘idiot boy’. Whatever the efforts the Germans made to explain what was 
required they were greeted by a row of totally blank faces murmuring ‘nicht 
verstehen’ .. . until in desperation the Germans themselves took off their jackets, 
rolled up their sleeves, and leapt into the trench to demonstrate—a wag amongst 
our troops commenting, ‘That’s right; you are the master race; you do it’! 
Although we were hurried along by our escort, it must have been a further 
twenty minutes or so before our ‘working party’ was out of sight. They were still 
standing, arms folded, watching the Germans hard at work with pick and shovel. 


According to Stuart Brown, working on a farm in 1941, ‘a steady stream 
of “nix verstehens’’ [sic] usually meant that the unpleasant tasks could be 
sidestepped’.'? 

Enemy impatience at the slowness with which POWs went about their 
daily tasks could be put to use in another way: the negotiation of piece- 
work quotas with overseers. In return for doing a specified amount of 
true work each day—filling a certain number of skips, say—prisoners 
would be allowed to knock off early. “This way the foreman got more 
work out of us,’ Cyril Rofe explained of the de facto contract agreed to 
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on his transport gang in 1942, ‘and we were generally back in our billets 
by midday.’ Similarly favourable terms might be obtained on occasion 
through either bribery or blackmail of guards using Red Cross parcels. '* 

If the negotiating process failed, then prisoners might choose to with- 
draw their labour services altogether. Parties would go on strike for 
better conditions or in protest at having to carry out war-related tasks. 
As can be imagined, the results were not always to the prisoners’ liking. 

Sometimes strikes seemed to work. Faced with unexpected truculence 
and perhaps intimidated by being outnumbered in semi-isolated loca- 
tions, guards or foremen might give way. ‘Jack’s gang went on strike one 
evening when they were told to load another skip at 20 minutes to 6’, a 
road-building signaller recorded in his diary in September 1940. “They 
got away with it, and not another word has been said.’ Efforts to 
intimidate strikers were common, but standing firm produced occa- 
sional successes. ‘At the end of November no clothing had been issued 
and the whole camp struck work’, Sergeant J. Prendergast reported in 
connection with the working party to which he was sent in 1941. ‘We 
were put on half rations for a week as punishment. A German officer was 
then sent from the Camp H.Q. [Stalag IID], and we explained the 
reason for the strike.’ French uniforms were then issued. Led by their 
camp leader, the men of a quarrying Arbeitskommando to which John 
Lawrence was attached struck in protest at the deteriorating food situ- 
ation in early 1944: 


The Goons threatened, they shouted, they yelled, they called us everything 
except legitimate. They said, ‘No work, no food!’ So naturally we replied by 
reversing the saying to ‘No food, no work!’ They again tried everything, short of 
violence, but ably led by Bill McGuiness we stuck it out, until, one day, the 
‘Kontrol Offizier’, a kind of District Kommandant, gave the order that we would 
pack up, and move back to Lamsdorf. 


A similar food-related ‘hunger strike’ in 1942 at another quarry manned 
by prisoners from Stalag VIIIB had resulted in complete official 
capitulation. !° 

Most strikes, however, collapsed in the face of enemy pressure. The 
denial of rations tended to have an effect after several days, while making 
Kriegies stand to attention outdoors if the weather was bad might induce 
second thoughts even sooner. ‘All the other men passed out through heat 
exhaustion,’ Albert Paice related of an attempted strike for more food at 
a quarry in the late summer of 1941, ‘and we [those who remained 
upright] had no option but to give in.’ Threats to unleash savage 
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guard dogs often made men think twice, as did guards who ‘waded in 
with the butts of their rifles’, as Frank Pannett put it. Even more 
intimidating were NCOs or officers who picked out hostages or lined 
strikers in front of armed guards and announced that they would start 
having men shot if work was not resumed. ‘You don’t have much choice 
when guns are pointing at you’, Elvet Williams commented pointedly in 
reference to a failed sawmill protest in 1942. Calling the enemy’s bluff 
was perilous. In 1942 men of a working party attached to Stalag XVIIIA 
refused to go out to work one Sunday, and under orders their guards 
‘went into the billet and shot one of the prisoners as he lay in bed and 
also killed and wounded several prisoners who were in the billet’.!’ 

Nevertheless, British prisoners of war were generally poor workers 
whether in field or factory. The pay was miserable, most of the jobs were 
repetitive and tiring, and of course there was always the knowledge that 
the employer was the enemy, both literally and figuratively. Deliberate 
sabotage aside (see Chapter 9), Kriegies usually went out of their way to 
do as little real work as possible. OKW issued a string of directives 
designed to make POW labour more efficient, but to little effect, judging 
by the fact that the first was dated March 1941 and the last was distrib- 
uted only five months before the end of the war. ‘ “‘Faul Arbeiter” (lazy 
worker) was an accusation we heard very often’, Corporal Harry Buck- 
ledee remembered of his time at an I. G. Farben works. The command- 
ant at Stalag XXID estimated that a single German worker was more 
efficient than five British prisoners: the latter figure was too low, in the 
opinion of the British camp doctor. "$ 


Recreation was something that working prisoners enviously tended to 
associate with the long-term occupants of main camps—administrative 
types, officers, non-working NCOs and aircrew—and pleasures ranging 
from sport to sunbathing. ‘In Stalag they had it all’, John Lawrence 
complained, comparing the ample leisure time and facilities at Lamsdorf 
with the Spartan life on an Arbeitskommando. It was true enough that 
those in well-established stalags, like the inhabitants of oflags, tended to 
have more time, space, and resources to devote to the development of 
outdoor sports-grounds and indoor theatre stages than was the case in 
smaller and more transitory satellite camps. The games and sports 
equipment that the YMCA and other organizations provided through 
the Red Cross, moreover, went to main camps and were not always 
distributed to the working parties on an equitable basis. Those confined 
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behind wire twenty-four hours a day, meanwhile, were faced with the 
serious problem of filling up ‘a wilderness of time’, as one RAF sergeant 
lamented, and lacked what can be seen as one of the main recreational 
compensations available to those on some working parties—the chance 
to interact with the opposite sex.!° 

Outdoor play served two main functions for POWs. First, once men 
were getting enough food, it helped keep bodies fit. Second, and more 
importantly in the main camps, it helped to pass the time for those with 
little or nothing to do. Whether as active participants or relatively passive 
spectators, Kriegies could focus their attention on games and perhaps 
forget for hours at a time where they were. As Desmond Llewelyn 
explained, ‘competitive sports acted as a balm to utter boredom’.”° 

Lack of space was a serious problem in the Schloss camps, and even in 
the big hut-and-wire jobs finding enough ground sometimes could be 
difficult. Commandants, however, could usually be prevailed upon if 
pressed enough times to extend the area where prisoners could move 
about and allow for the creation of fields and pitches. The arrival in main 
camps of large YMCA parcels containing everything from balls to bats 
allowed for a host of sports to be played, including cricket, rugby, field 
hockey, boxing, and netball. Dominion troops introduced their own 
games, including Australian-rules football, Canadian-inspired softball, 
and—on rare occasions in winter—ice hockey. In the larger camps 
intramural and international sporting events were arranged, up to and 
including test match series. In places where both the commandant and 
other conditions allowed for them, as described in an official report on 
Stalag Luft VI (Heydekrug), sports-grounds ‘were in constant use from 
dawn until dusk except during roll calls and meal times’.?? 

The primacy of particular sports could vary from place to place over 
time, with field hockey coming into its own among officers at Warburg 
and Eichstätt in 1942-3, and boxing tournaments drawing crowds of 
between 5,000 and 6,000 spectators at Lamsdorf in 1944. But the single 
most popular recreational sport for British POWs was soccer. Associ- 
ation football was of course massively popular at home, and in Germany 
was a game that even the unskilled could play and that required only a 
single item of equipment to keep dozens occupied for hours at a time. 
“The great stand-by was soccer,’ David James recalled in reference to 
sports in Marlag (O), ‘which went on practically the whole year round.’ 
In German eyes British prisoners were simply football-mad. Danish 
YMCA delegate Chris Christiansen recalled a telling incident: 
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In the field hospital at K6nigswartha I often called on some one hundred British 
POWs who had contracted tuberculosis. One winter day one of the [British] 
doctors and a [British] chaplain broke up our conversation by saying, ‘You must 
excuse us, but we have an appointment to play football in ten minutes.’ There 
was a heavy snowfall outside, but that didn’t prevent twenty-two of the fittest 
men among the patients from turning up for a football match and many more 
from watching it, standing around in the slush and sludge. This made the 
German doctor in charge of the hospital and the commandant exclaim in one 
voice: ‘Yes, they are absolutely crazy, these British. They have to be fatally ill not 
to play football. But try teaching them how to peel potatoes, that’s impossible!’ 


In Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) alone there were twenty-two separate soccer 
teams at the start of 1944.7” 

In times of real food shortage the interest in—and tempo of—outdoor 
games naturally tended to diminish. Even when Red Cross parcels were 
flowing with comparatively regularity, an inordinate number of calories 
might be burned up through too much vigorous physical activity. In the 
officers’ compound at Westertimke the touch-rugby matches were 
limited to twelve minutes each way, while among the NCOs at Hohen- 
fels each half in football matches was only thirty minutes in length, ‘since 
Stalag rations did not make for stamina’, as one Kriegie aptly put it.” 

Among the more restless of the camp-bound prisoners in the mid-war 
period, however, neither a limited diet nor the dangers posed by grounds 
that were hard-packed earth rather than grass-covered turf were neces- 
sarily a deterrent to heavy tackling. The netball played on top of Fort 13, 
Thorn, was, in the words of Sam Kydd, ‘a good deal rougher than would 
normally be allowed’, while in a large Arbeitskommando camp in the 
same general region Jim Roberts found that the mixture of netball and 
rugby commonly played ‘was no game for the squeamish’.”* 

Other pursuits of a less vigorous nature helped fill up the hours, 
especially in bad weather or after lights-out when men were confined 
to their quarters. Tin bashing to make utensils and wood and metal 
modelling of the arts-and-crafts variety might flourish where the time 
and materials were available. Main camps, and through them some 
Arbeitskommandos, received parcel consignments of chess sets and 
board games such as Monopoly. Card decks, since they were easily 
portable and the source of a variety of games, became a ubiquitous 
feature of Kriegie life.” 

Everything from patience to poker was played. But especially among 
officers it was contract bridge—socially acceptable and wonderfully 
time-consuming—that became the dominant activity. “The standard of 
bridge was fairly high,’ Philip Kindersley wrote of his fellow players at 
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Mährisch Triibau, ‘as many prisoners devoted a considerable period of 
their captivity to mastering the various conventions...’ True aficion- 
ados at Stalag Luft I (Barth) were observed devoting from ten to twelve 
hours each and every day to the game. Peter Buckley later conceded of 
his time at Marlag (O) that ‘most of the day was [spent] playing cards’.*° 

Sometimes there were cigarettes, sterling IOUs, or other valued items 
at stake. At Oflag VIIIF a casino was created where players could try 
their luck two nights a week on faro or card roulette, while at Oflag VIIB 
rival syndicates offered the chance of a win at roulette or blackjack. 
Where the placing of wagers was concerned, however, cards might not 
necessarily take pride of place. In Stalag 383 the most popular form of 
betting involved ‘two-up’, a simple game introduced by the Australians 
that involved tossing pennies or dice on the heads-or-tails principle. 
There and in other camps bets might also be placed through self-ap- 
pointed bookies on upcoming sporting events. When men were not 
competing then other creatures might be enlisted. At Barth bets were 
placed on the endurance of ‘flycraft’—bluebottles with loads attached to 
their bodies by thread—as well as earwig and beetle races and frog- 
jumping competitions. The excitement associated with gambling, the 
chance to relieve the tedium of Kriegie life for even a brief period in the 
main camps, could drive some men to wager on practically anything. In 
Stalag Luft III bets were placed on whether an RAF sergeant could crawl 
round his compound inside thirty minutes, and whether or not a Scot- 
tish NCO could consume a Red Cross parcel in two hours without 
vomiting. ‘Gambling was a great way of relieving boredom for many’, 
as Martin Smith noted of life at Sagan. ‘Be it cards, two flies on a 
window, or the speed one could walk round the camp’, the punters 
‘would take a bet on it.” 

Over time the wagers placed could get out of hand. In the summer of 
1942 at Warburg the SBO was forced to step in and cancel personal 
gambling debts that were running into the tens of thousands of pounds. 
‘Gambling was a pastime in every camp,’ Jack Poole conceded, “but in 
Eichstatt in 1944 it raged like a fever, reaching a dizzying maximum.’ 
Wins and losses were skyrocketing, and some players were getting into 
real debt (having exchanged their Lagermark script for sterling IOU 
slips). A middle-aged schoolmaster, unable to pay the £80 he owed, 
was reduced to mending other men’s socks at § shillings a hole. Eventu- 
ally the SBO stepped in to try to regulate the industry and at least 
prevent punters from being cheated, but bets made on the basis of 
‘settlement after the war’ could still result in significant monetary losses. 
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Though gambling was officially forbidden at Oflag 79 (Brunswick) in the 
same period, here too matters got out of hand. ‘It will be appreciated, 
I hope,’ the SBO explained in a report to the War Office: 


that under conditions of prison life, it has been quite impossible entirely to 
prevent ‘underground’ gambling; there is no doubt that this has taken place, and 
I have strong reasons for believing that certain officers have either won or lost 
considerably larger sums of money than they could afford to pay for. I also have 
strong reason to believe that certain officers have covered their losses with 
‘provisional’ cheques on notepaper, which they are going to be unable to 
honour. 


Another fairly common means of punctuating the humdrum nature of 
POW life that could be viewed as a form of sport involved deliberate 
efforts to hoodwink, baffle, or anger to the point of loss of composure— 
and thereby dignity—German guards, NCOs, and staff officers. This 
provided a morale boost through upsetting the natural balance of the 
captor-captive relationship. The enemy would always be in charge in a 
physical sense, by virtue of the act of surrender and possession of arms. 
But success in baiting or playing mind-games with the Germans with 
whom Kriegies came in contact was a means of suggesting that at the 
psychological level Britons would in truth never be slaves. Indeed, 
success suggested that they were in fact superior in terms of intelligence 
or character to the members of the master race assigned to guard them. 
The latter were, after all, foreigners. ‘I noted once more how we all, 
perhaps instinctively, behaved with the usual British air of superiority, 
not to say arrogance’, mining engineer Jim Rogers noted of the group of 
escapees he was with while being escorted to Colditz in June 1941. ‘I had 
noted this in British tourists before the war—how they walked around as 
if they owned the place. It was not just a trait among the officers; the 
troops had it too.’”” 

Use of the term ‘Goons’—apparently deriving from particularly thick- 
witted creature-characters resembling the missing link in a pre-war 
cartoon strip—as a synonym for guards was a small but telling indication 
of mental one-upmanship. Swearing at and using derogatory nicknames 
in front of Germans who did not understand English were sources of 
considerable mirth and pleasure for soldiers. Overly deliberate or non- 
chalant salutes by British officers were a means of demonstrating their 
slight regard for German staff in various places. Appells could turn into 
scenes of mild indiscipline accompanied by cat-calls, whistling, singing, 
barnyard noises, and derisive cheering as men hid, wandered on and off 
parade, smoked or read, and dodged between files so as to cause the 
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guards to miscount and have to start again. Just about anything that 
might make the enemy look uncomprehending and uneasy, or better yet 
foolish, and—for the more daring types of goon-baiter—angry to the 
point of loss of temper (and thereby dignity and ‘face’), was tried 
somewhere at some time.*° 

Mind-games involved deliberately eccentric behaviour by Kriegies 
designed to leave onlooker Germans with baffled expressions and—in 
the best-case scenario—uneasily wondering if they were being mocked 
in some way that they did not comprehend. Such games took time to 
organize and, even if did not always have the desired effect, were a 
pleasant time-waster for the men involved. 

Odd dress and deportment was one option widely practised. At Barth 
daily Appells were undisciplined affairs, RAF sergeants slouching onto 
parade, often in intentionally ridiculous clothing. One day in the 
summer of 1943, amidst roars of laughter from the already assembled 
prisoners and puzzlement and fear of mockery among some of the 
guards, a squad of men bizarrely dressed either as boy scouts or girl 
guides—accounts differ—marched onto the parade ground to the sound 
of fife and drum. In the same period in the centre compound at Sagan 
leg-pulling on Appell took the form of bizarre haircuts—everything from 
devil’s horns to five-of-dice patterns—that made men look so peculiar 
that the German authorities finally imposed a ban on the practice. The 
RAF aircrew prisoners responded with a new manifestation of craziness. 
As Richard Passmore explained, weird haircuts were succeeded by 
pebble-pushing—‘a race in which the contestants pushed a pebble 
along the ground with their noses, always when there was a party of 
visiting Germans nearby’. The event always involved a throng of noisy 
supporters cheering on their favoured pusher. When the first goon 
pushed his way through the mob to see what was going on this time, 
he was rendered speechless. ‘Either we were quite, quite mad or this, 
too, was some subtle move to convey criticism and scorn.’ It was a great 
day when pebble-pushing was also forbidden by the camp authorities.*’ 

At Warburg in 1942, after the reading of books on parade was banned 
by order of the commandant, British officers suddenly began to knit on 
Appell. One morning when the Lageroffizier appeared, Miles Reid 
recorded, ‘we all concentrated our eyes on his fly-buttons, moving our 
heads as he moved, until at last he made a surreptitious swoop with his 
hand to make sure he had not disgraced the German Army’. The 
resulting titters were apparently so embarrassing that the officer fled 
and never appeared at Appell again.*” 
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Props were optional. ‘One day, for instance,’ J. H. Witte remembered 
of his time at a railway stock repair shop in the Leipzig area in 1944: 


four lads...marched on to a wide open space... and took up imaginary billiard 
cues. They began going through the motions of playing snooker, putting the 
balls in the frame, going off, potting the colours, snookering each other and 
marking the scores. Every so often one of them would chalk up his imaginary 
cue, whilst another would walk round the imaginary table looking for the best 
way to play a difficult shot. 


The amazed looks on the faces of German onlookers made the whole 
exercise thoroughly worthwhile. Several years earlier Douglas Swift had 
witnessed similar spontaneity while working on a farm in Poland: 


I think it was Walt Newcombe who started it, he came from the West Country. 
He went out into the compound and started casting an imaginary fishing rod, as 
though he was fly fishing. Kept casting and reeling in, then getting a bite. He 
gently played the fish whilst reeling it in. Working the fish to the bankside before 
putting the net underneath it to lift it out on the river bank—all imaginary, of 
course. The guards looked and looked, putting their fingers to their heads, 
saying ‘Farouk’ [Veriickt—crazy]. 


Kriegies staring intently into an empty sky or walking imaginary dogs 
produced further bafflement.** 

The largest-scale and most sustained of such efforts to baffle and 
confuse the guards through leg-pulling occurred at Stalag 383 during 
what became known as ‘crazy week’. This began one hot day in the 
fourth summer of the war, when a guard was observed watching two 
army NCOs testing a kite that one of them had made. Intuiting that the 
goon in question thought that kite-flying was not a adult activity, the two 
men started to act like squabbling children, complete with shin-kicking 
and howls of anguish when the kite got caught in the perimeter wire. 
More guards came to stare in wonder, which in turn prompted other 
prisoners to engage in childhood regression, playing ring-a-ring-of-roses 
and making daisy chains—all, as M. N. McKibbin reported, ‘just for the 
sight of the Hun reaction’. The results, varying from ‘dumb amazement 
to suspicious scowls’, were enough to generate further peculiar behav- 
iour in the following days. Individuals were observed riding invisible 
bikes and leading invisible dogs round the perimeter, passing by station- 
ary figures dressed as Napoleon or Nelson, and groups of grown men 
playing marbles: ‘doing anything, in fact, to get the Huns bewildered.’** 

The high point of happy invention came with the appearance of the 
Hohenfels “Train to Blighty’. Pretending that eight huts and a cook- 
house facing the wire were in fact railway carriages and an engine, men 
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in increasing numbers and over several days began to act out increas- 
ingly elaborate imaginary scenarios. Passengers assembled and boarded 
the train under the direction of a stationmaster and his minions amidst 
goodbyes from well-wishers and arguments over seating and fares, 
followed by the sounds of a steam-engine pulling out and men waving 
hankies and calling out farewells from the windows. ‘The train got the 
Jerries really ga-ga’, McKibbin wrote. The watching Germans could not 
make it out at all. ‘What is all this about? What is all this about?’ George 
Beeson remembered the guard sergeant anxiously repeating. The com- 
mandant, worried that he was witnessing scenes of mass psychosis, 
asked the camp leader what might be done: to which MacKenzie, 
thinking on his feet, replied with a list of needed amenities that included 
parole walks and a bigger sports-ground.*” 

On occasion German puzzlement, unease, and embarrassment at 
such play-acting could turn to outrage and fury. The commandant at 
Oflag VIIIF, according to one witness, ‘completely lost his head’ when, 
at the start of a scheduled visit to the prisoners’ compound, his arrival 
was heralded by the blowing of a hunting horn, whistling of the Dead 
March, ironic cheers, the singing of ‘Why was he born at all?’, and—as if 
all this was not enough—a British officer suddenly appearing with an 
imitation hand-cranked film camera and pretending to record the pro- 
gress of the august Teutonic presence.*° 

Several years earlier at Stalag VIIA there had been a much-heralded 
visit by senior dignitaries, among them, at least reputedly, Himmler 
himself. At one point in the proceedings four Australian NCOs broke 
ranks and ran in front of the advancing retinue. The four then stopped 
and began going through the motions of setting up and loading an 
imaginary Vickers machine-gun. While the Germans were still too con- 
fused to take action, the leading Aussie gave the order ‘Fire!’ After that 
all hell broke loose as, amid wild cheering from the parade, the crew 
sprinted away with furious guards in hot pursuit. The one man caught 
got fourteen days in cells, while the rest of the prisoners were denied Red 
Cross parcels and full rations for a week. The entertainment value of the 
incident was thought to have outweighed the subsequent restrictions.*’ 

German worries about what the prisoners were up to inside the wire 
in the way of escape preparations sometimes brought irresistible oppor- 
tunities for mischief. Protected by the thickness of the Schloss walls, 
officers at Laufen poked dummies they had sewn together out of 
exterior windows to draw German fire. If a guard’s aim was poor 
and the bullet meant for the ‘escaper’ thudded into the wall, a green 
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flag—the rifle-range signal for ‘clean miss’-—was waved on the end of a 
long stick. ‘Indulging in a favourite and often successful game,’ Frank 
Taylor wrote of the RAF compound at Lamsdorf, ‘we used to walk out 
of the barrack, look around furtively, put a hand in a pocket, pretend to 
take something out, scrape a hole in the ground and bury the non- 
existent object, then walk away, whistling nonchalantly. As often as 
not, guards with shovels and sniffer dogs would appear and start digging 
and searching’. Searches for contraband articles conducted by the camp 
authorities or by the local Gestapo often proved to be occasions in which 
the enemy lost more in the way of stolen hats, wallets, pens, and coats 
than he gained in the way of escape equipment or hidden radios. Flying 
Officer Stephen Johnson recalled a further leg-pull during a search of his 
hut in Stalag Luft III in 1943: 


One night a man said in a loud whisper, ‘I hope they don’t search John too well, 
he’s hiding some important stuff.’ An English speaking German overheard him, 
so when it came to John’s turn [to be searched] they gave him a proper going 
over. They found nothing at first, so they made him strip and searched his 
clothes and shoes, but still found nothing. They then searched him again and in 
the very last place they looked they found a little piece of paper. On it was 
written “Heil Hitler!’ 


At Stalag IVB in 1944 much enjoyment was derived from watching a 
‘ferret-—a member of the security officer’s team whose job it was to 
uncover contraband and signs of escape—excitedly follow a strand of 
wire that ran from a hut roof down into the ground. This, when dug up, 
proved to lead only to a buried chamber pot: ‘they were quite annoyed 
about that’, John Greenwood commented.’ 

Goon-baiting was not without its detractors. Some thought that 
childish pranks undermined prisoners’ dignity and only reinforced a 
sense of superiority among the Germans. Others argued that, in keeping 
the enemy alert and non-complacent, unruly behaviour hindered serious 
efforts to escape from camps. It was for these reasons that senior British 
officers at Oflag VIIC/H and Stalag Luft III sought to clamp down on 
the practice. Moreover, if provoked sufficiently guards could react with 
painful and sometimes tragic consequences. Cheekiness might result 
in a savage kick, a blow from a rifle butt, or even a bayonet thrust (as 
when a Scottish soldier, after too openly insulting a sentry, was jabbed 
fiercely in the bottom at a synthetic oil factory). Worse yet, triggers 
might be pulled. ‘Some of the boys undertook adventures beyond what 
was considered reasonable provocation’, Percy Carruthers admitted of 
the aircrew NCOs at Stalag Luft I. Despite what another inhabitant 
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described as ‘incredible’ enemy restraint, shots occasionally rang out 
here and elsewhere. It was fear of this happening with fatal results at Luft 
III that led ‘Dixie’ Deans, the elected leader, to persuade his fellow RAF 
sergeants to desist from stunts such as sneaking up behind a guard and 
pulling the trigger of his loaded rifle. ‘In passing, and from the hindsight 
of many years on,’ Richard Passmore reflected in his memoirs, ‘I am 
surprised—if no more—at our arrogance and astonished at the self- 
control of our captors... ”?? 

Many prisoners nevertheless derived a good deal of enjoyment, not 
only from needling the enemy but also from involvement in what 
amounted in many cases to a form of public theatre. This was not 
surprising given the great interest in the more conventional performing 
arts that POWs displayed. As either performers or as part of the audi- 
ence, Kriegies found that music, the stage, and even dance—perhaps all 
together in a variety show—were a pleasant way of passing the time and 
dispelling, however temporarily, the threat of ennui and the crushing 
sameness of everyday life in captivity. “You became absorbed in the 
music,’ former Stalag Luft III prisoner Dick Churchill rhapsodized in 
an interview fifty years on, ‘the surroundings recede into the back- 
ground, you can imagine you weren’t there for a while.’*° 

At first there might be little more than the human voice to work with. 
Those BEF men imprisoned in Stalag XXA in late 1940 were only able 
to organize a sing-song accompanied on a mouth organ, followed by 
‘Pennies from Heaven’ played with a comb and piece of tissue paper; 
while their officers held at Laufen were confined to small vocal recitals 
accompanied by a piano already in situ. Over time, though, instruments 
arrived from Switzerland in increasing volume. Listening to men learn- 
ing to play was rarely pleasant, but over time and with the help of veteran 
players the standard of sound improved to semi-professional levels. 
Even on the smaller Arbeitskommandos it was possible to, say, arrange 
to purchase with Lagergeld enough instruments to equip a trio. By late 
194I an orchestra had been created at Thorn, while a year later at 
Eichstätt, where many of those officers once held at Laufen ended up, 
a fifty-piece orchestra was up and running. Sailors in Marlag (M) de- 
veloped a brass band, a dance band, and a small string orchestra to boot. 
Oflag 79 possessed no less than five bands and orchestras, as did Stalag 
383: two dance bands, a pipe band, a Spanish band, plus a mouth-organ 
band. ‘By February 1944,’ reported Richard Garrett, ‘Oflag VIIB had 
become so well equipped with musical instruments, sheet music and 
sufficiently talented inhabitants, that the occupants were able to stage a 
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“‘Musical Festival” lasting two weeks.’ A total audience that numbered 
well in excess of 6,000 prisoners listened to thirty-three separate per- 
formances involving a total of over 100 musicians and singers.*" 

Recorded music was also popular, but despite shipments of discs and 
gramophones though Switzerland, always remained in short supply. By 
the end of the war the ratio of prisoners to phonographs at Stalag VIIA 
(Görlitz) and its satellite camps was a hundred to one. Where there was a 
gramophone, however, records—everything from Bing Crosby to 
Beethoven—would be played till they broke, wore out, or the war 
ended. An RAF sergeant who received a set of five discs from his wife 
in 1941 estimated that by 1945 they had each been played about a 
thousand times.*” 

In the main and bigger working camps the stage also came to play an 
important part in Kriegie life. The construction of costumes and scenery 
as well set and lighting design and cast rehearsals could take up the time 
of dozens of men, while hundreds more could enjoy themselves im- 
mensely for a few hours a week as members of the audience. “To make 
our way down to the theatre to see the latest show’, Bill Jackson remem- 
bered of life at Lamsdorf, ‘was the highlight of our miserable day-to-day 
existence and I saw some prisoners actually trembling with excitement at 
the thought of a couple of hours’ return to a happier life.” 

For the most part the camp authorities viewed the theatre as a good 
way of keeping prisoners busy, and commandants were helpful in pro- 
viding space and, sometimes, building material to supplement what 
could be done with Red Cross crates. Tools were loaned out on parole 
with which Kriegies could construct rows of tiered seats, orchestra pits, 
and proper stages. Much ingenuity went into the development of often 
quite elaborate sets and costumes from local resources, and on occasion 
prisoners were even allowed to obtain some of what they needed from 
outside costumiers. As with concerts and recitals, the scope and scale of 
theatrical activity, along with the overall quality, tended to expand and 
improve with time. At Oflag VIIC/H in 1940 amateur theatricals were by 
necessity rather crude, small-scale, and generally makeshift. By 1944 at 
Oflag 79 there were two separate stages with their own companies, to 
whose efforts up to 500 officers were said to contribute everything from 
lighting to set design. At Stalag 383, where there were also two stages 
with several hundred seats, each of the 6,000 prisoners could look 
forward to ‘doing [i.e. watching] a show’ about once a fortnight.** 

The majority of those involved continued to be amateurs, but true 
theatre people who had found their way into the services and subse- 
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quently been captured helped to raise production values. The profes- 
sionalism of Denholm Elliott helped the quality of Shakespeare plays put 
on at Lamsdorf, for example, while the efforts of fellow-actors Desmond 
Llewelyn, Michael Goodliffe, and Dan Cunningham added to what was 
achieved at Eichstätt and Rotenburg in 1943-4.*° 

Everything from Macbeth to The Mikado was staged at one time or 
another in Germany, though the overall trend seems to have been away 
from darker fare. French Without Tears was put on in many camps, along 
with other West End hits like Blithe Spirit and Rookery Nook. Interspersed 
with the light comedies and shows were whodunits and popular melo- 
dramas, along with locally produced revues and pantos, often of a 
deliberately lowbrow variety.*° 

One obvious problem that Kriegie theatre faced was the complete 
absence of actresses. The solution was for producers to enlist young 
men for female roles. Fresh-faced types were in high demand, even if 
they sometimes had deep voices and big feet. ‘When I reflect on it,’ 
Walter Morrison noted of being chosen as the leading lady for French 
Without Tears at Sagan, ‘I think that the obvious conclusion was that 
I was a pretty boy.’ Some of these young men turned out to be very 
successful at playing members of the opposite gender, and were always 
cast in female roles. Having the right looks, however, was not enough. 
‘To perform the parts properly they had to learn to walk rather min- 
cingly, and use female mannerisms’, R. P. Evans remembered of Hohen- 
fels. A certain number of this select group ‘began to permanently acquire 
those mannerisms when walking about the camp’, and be identified by 
the names of the roles they played—‘there were various Dollies and 
Maisies scattered around the camp,’ recalled another officer at Stalag 
Luft II.4 

These youths might be so convincing that, in places where men might 
not have seen a real women in years, they acquired devoted admirers. 
‘Any person who played the lead role in the camp theatre was considered 
to be a heart-throb’, George Moreton wrote of Lamsdorf. ‘“‘She’’ had 
more fans and more people dreaming about “‘her’’ than “‘she’’ would 
ever imagine. When “‘she’? walked down the road, eyes would follow 
“her” adoringly.’ Such fans had more than acting on their mind. “The 
first time he slunk on to the stage, wearing a convincing evening gown,’ 
Richard Passmore wrote of one successful ‘actress’ at Sagan, ‘the spon- 
taneous wave of enormous lust which arose from the audience was so 
perceptible as to make him stagger back slightly before he recovered his 
self-control.’ Graham Palmer, another Lamsdorf prisoner, thought that 
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Kriegies playing girls ‘really needed protection going “home” to their 
barracks after the shows’.*® 

Not all prisoners were affected in this way. ‘I must say that even after 
sampling a good amount of the fiendish brew from our distillery together 
with some Schnapps,’ an observer of an Arbeitskommando pantomime 
commented, ‘my imagination still wouldn’t stretch to having lustful 
thoughts about the principal boy or any of the chorus girls.’ For others 
sexual feelings had no connection with, for example, the dances that were 
held in some places: ‘the fact that one [man] took the ladies [sic] part had 
no implications whatsoever’, one soldier later stoutly asserted. What 
ardour there was might cool in the cold light of day, when the beautiful 
temptress of the night before turned out to be just another blue-chinned 
Kriegie. Persistent attentions might be deflected with a few sharp words 
from the recipient (‘watch it mate—it was only an act’).*? 

In some quarters it was believed that ‘chorus-girl’ types were generat- 
ing what in practice were homoerotic longings. A blind or tolerant eye 
was turned toward homosexual liaisons in some compounds, even when 
‘wingers’ were pretty much all the way out of the closet. But in an age 
when homosexuality was very much a closet affair, it is not surprising 
that some men were shocked. A ‘hell of a lot of men seem to be affected 
here’, Geoffrey Broom wrote in his diary at Marlag (M) in the autumn of 
1944, — some of them quite obvious. It’s all more or less beyond me and 
quite out of control!’ Others were both scandalized and—for a mixture 
of moral and practical reasons—determined to take action. In the mid- 
war period at Lamsdorf the camp paper, Stimmt, ran an editorial cam- 
paign denouncing theatre ‘pansies’ and their bitchy admirers as well as 
same-sex dancing as degenerate. In his memoirs Roger Coward ex- 
plained why the unusual measure of asking the German authorities to 
step in was taken at AB 21 (a large Arbeitskommando out of Lamsdorf): 


While the padres and some of the wiser heads did everything possible to keep the 
youngsters from the older perverts, many of the boys, from sheer boredom as well 
as natural sexual urges and lack of the society of girls, became contaminated with 
this vice. Open pursuit of vice led to increasing outbursts of violence because of 
jealousy and ‘unfaithfulness’. From screaming and scratching they soon went on 
to passionate hysterics and drawn knives. These perverted ‘show-offs’ would kill, 
by day as well as by night, what peace there was in the rooms they occupied. In the 
end things got to such a pass that our M.O. had to appeal to the Kommandant to 
break up the pairs by moving one man of each to some other camp. 


At about the same time the MO at Hohenfels ordered a crackdown on 
‘the girls’ after Red Cross items began to be exchanged for sexual favours 
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and more and more young men were said to be ‘tempted to become 
transvestite whores’.°? 

Jokes about ‘home or homo’ by Christmas aside, the extent of active 
homosexuality among British POWs is open to debate. Most prisoners 
could not recall any at all throughout their captivity, or only very occa- 
sional signs. There was the social stigma to contend with, and just as 
importantly, the fact that main camps were very crowded places with 
virtually no privacy. Ron Mackenzie reckoned that the number of overt 
homosexuals was less than 0.33 per cent of the total population at Sagan 
and elsewhere. On working parties the opportunities were greater—not 
least because prisoners were in contact with civilians of other nations— 
and there were a few places where a modus vivendi with guards extended 
into the sexual sphere. Here too, however, the available evidence sug- 
gests that gay men were comparatively rare. ‘Homosexuality was not as 
common an occurrence as one might think’, Adrian Vincent com- 
mented, after describing how young Polish male workers offered sex to 
men on his mining party in exchange for cigarettes. “There had been no 
evidence of it on my other working parties, and by all accounts it was rare 
on all working parties.’* 

Heterosexual activity was another matter. When health and opportun- 
ity allowed, a significant number of British working prisoners appear to 
have established physical relations with members of the opposite sex. 

When food parcels from the Red Cross were absent or in short supply, 
it was food that occupied men’s attention rather than sex. ‘A hungry 
man’s thoughts are concentrated on the area around the belt, not that 
below the belt’, as a South African sergeant put it. ‘If you had the choice 
between the most beautiful women in the world and a cheese roll,’ Syd 
Smith explained in reference to his time in the mines, ‘you’d pick the 
cheese roll.’ One prisoner from Crete recorded a telling incident early on 
in his captivity at an Arbeitskommando. ‘We were at work on this 
particular morning...’, wrote D. W. Luckett, ‘overlooking the road 
that led into the village, when a young girl of about twenty was seen 
walking along the road, she was quite attractive and smartly dressed, 
carrying a string bag that held a round loaf, something like 35 pairs of 
eyes followed her progress in silence then a very Aussie voice was heard 
to remark,—‘“‘Bloody Hell! Look at that loaf!” °? 

Even when hunger was no longer quite so overwhelming, prisoners in 
main camps found that over time, in the absence of contact with women 
(and on what always remained a restricted diet), their sex drive seemed 
to diminish or vanish entirely. ‘It’s a funny thing, but I have no sexual 
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appetite at all’, a BEF medical officer complained to another RAMC 
doctor in 1944. ‘Prison life has neutered me and I’m wondering what my 
wife is going to say when I get home.’ In Oflag VIIIF and Oflag 79 it was 
generally conceded that officers who had spent years behind wire tended 
not to think or talk about women at all. ‘Libido seemed dead’, a senior 
South African chaplain later wrote.”* 

For many young men, however, the effect of Red Cross parcels was to 
make the opposite sex loom large in Kriegie thought and conversation. 
‘One had the feeling that when prisoners were not talking about sex they 
were thinking about it’, Kingsley Brown wrote of officers at Sagan. 
‘Women were always a favourite topic’, Sergeant John Fancy confirmed 
in reference to Barth. RAF types and others closely confined to main 
camps had to content themselves with secret or articulated yearnings, 
and—when privacy and inclination permitted, which was not often—a 
certain amount of what was once known as self-abuse as a means of 
relief. There was general hilarity when a German order was read out at 
places like Eichstatt, Hohenfels, and Sagan to the effect that fraterniza- 
tion with Frauen und Fräulein was a punishable offence.°* 

For working prisoners, on the other hand, this warning might have 
direct relevance. British soldiers on Arbeitskommandos, using a mixture 
of parcel contents and native charm, were not slow to establish relations 
with the opposite sex at the workplace once they were no longer quite so 
hungry. On farms male conscription meant that wives and daughters 
were sometimes susceptible to Kriegie blandishments. Clandestine li- 
aisons were also established with women in factories where the supervi- 
sion was not too stringent. In some instances it also proved possible to 
slip away at night to local brothels set up for foreign guest workers. Such 
desirable Arbeitskommandos were not that common, though, and fear 
of venereal disease kept many men celibate in any case. Nevertheless a 
large proportion of ex-POWs remembered having witnessed or partici- 
pated in illicit sex with local women. As one former prisoner explained, 
‘it was difficult but it could be arranged’.°° 

There was certainly enough of it about to prompt the German author- 
ities to start issuing dire warnings about the consequences of being 
caught in flagrante. Consorting with female members of the Herrenvolk 
carried by far the stiffest penalties. A man might get a spell in the cooler 
merely for being seen chatting with a German woman. To be seen 
kissing was to invite a prison sentence of nine or more months. An actual 
affair, as explained in OKW pronouncements read out to Kriegies, was a 
capital offence.°° 
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In fact no executions seem to have occurred—transfers followed by 
lengthy prison sentences became the de facto penalty—but many Krie- 
gies agreed with Geoffrey Vaughan that the announcement that prison- 
ers would be shot for undermining the purity of the distaff members 
of the Master Race ‘meant exactly what it said’. Anglo-German liaisons 
continued to occur, especially in rural areas, but most would-be 
Lotharios made a conscious choice to steer clear of Frauen und Fräulein: 
a decision that could be justified on both patriotic and practical grounds. 
Though still verboten, parcel-fed romances with foreign workers were 
subject to far less draconian penalties, and were avidly pursued.’ 

Fortunate Kriegies could find themselves working in proximity to 
Poles, Ukrainians, Czechs, and women of other nationalities who were 
forced to work for the Reich. Alexander Gant, sent from Lamsdorf to a 
plant in Upper Silesia in 1943, recalled what happened after 200 Ukrain- 
ian women arrived: ‘within two days romances were blossoming every- 
where.’ Kriegies might make efforts to plaster down hair, polish boots, 
and generally look smart; but it was the luxury items to which they had 
access—everything from face soap to long-johns—that proved the truly 
irresistible lure. ‘After a week or so, we all had a girl friend except the 
misogynist’, Jock Ferguson reported of his party’s initial contacts with 
the Polish factory women. ‘Every one of them [South African POWs] 
was firmly established with one or other of the Polish girls who worked at 
the factory’, Ed Annetts discovered, on being transferred to a sugar-beet 
processing centre in 1944. There were even a few known cases of 
soldiers escaping in order to try and live out the war quietly with their 
girlfriends.°® 


Due to their rank, British officers sent to Colditz did not work, and 
therefore did not have much opportunity to meet members of the 
opposite sex (though one Czech RAF officer did apparently manage to 
turn a dental appointment into a brief romantic encounter with a female 
hygienist whom he had charmed while in transit to the castle).°” Some of 
them thought that, quite apart from the question of escape, other ranks 
on Arbeitskommandos must ipso facto lead better lives than officers 
cooped up in the castle. The orderlies at Oflag IVC for the most part 
disagreed, insofar as the castle was viewed as a cushy billet compared, 
say, to a Silesian coal-pit. ‘After the copper mines,’ Syd Smith explained, 
‘Colditz was a holiday camp.’ There is some evidence that soldiers 
sought out postings to the castle and that the majority of orderlies—at 
least for a time—wanted to stay. The consequences arising from a group 
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of malcontents confronting the British camp authorities have already 
been described. Protests directed at the German authorities at Colditz 
appear to have been rare, though when one orderly refused to obey the 
orders of a Gefreiter in September 1943 the commandant made his 
position on industrial action crystal-clear. ‘If a PoW does not obey 
orders,’ Oberst Prawitt shouted at his officers while banging his fist on 
his desk, ‘repeat the order and push your rifle in his back. If he continues 
disobeying shoot him on the spot!’ (The man in question, thankfully, got 
off with a stretch in the cells on bread and water.) Meanwhile those 
men the orderlies looked after were forced to channel their restlessness 
in a variety of other ways. 

Lack of space for outdoor sports was one of the major inconveniences 
of incarceration at Colditz. With the exercise field below the walls closed 
for much of the time as a reprisal measure, inmates were forced to fall 
back on the prisoners’ courtyard. This was mostly in shadow, was 
entirely cobbled over, and in terms of area was little more than the size 
of single tennis court. “The courtyard was impossibly small’, remem- 
bered Billie Stephens. Despite its drawbacks, this space was used for 
volleyball, rather cramped versions of cricket and soccer, and—most 
famously—a game peculiar to Oflag IVC called ‘stoolball’.©" 

Apparently derived from public school creations such as the Eton wall 
game, stoolball involved two teams of between about eight and thirty 
men contending in a scrum for possession of a ball in order to run with it 
rugby fashion (and occasionally bounce it basketball style), the ultimate 
aim being for a player to touch one of the two stools at either end on 
which a goalkeeper sat. There was no referee and no rules limiting what 
form tackling might take in the ten-minute-a-side matches. ‘It was the 
roughest game I have ever played,’ wrote Pat Reid, ‘putting games like 
rugby football in the shade.’ Those involved in these exciting, no-holds- 
barred events were later amazed that there were no serious injuries. 
Stoolball was always played ‘with reckless abandon’, according to Jim 
Rogers, ‘—a reflection of the mood of the camp’. The game did, how- 
ever, serve a purpose. ‘It all looked highly dangerous, and the Germans 
were convinced that the players were insane,’ Dr Ion Ferguson reflected 
in his memoirs, ‘but it was a good way of working off energy for fit men 
who were allowed to do no work.’©” 

Above-average restlessness was evident in the way in which new 
arrivals could be greeted in the middle war years. John Chrisp, arriving 
with a party of naval officers in September 1942, was startled by the huge 
noise that greeted the group as they were escorted into the prisoners’ 


WORK AND PLAY | 217 


courtyard—all around Colditzians were ‘screaming and cheering and 
yelling, singing and blowing bugles and banging drums and clattering 
cans’ from the windows. ‘From an upper window a tiny parachute came 
floating down. In it a tiny white mouse sat motionless as an ivory statue. 
He landed almost at [another officer’s] feet. We picked him up, and read 
the label attached to his neck—“‘Welcome to Colditz.” °$? 

The ‘men of spirit’ in Colditz could also on occasion burn up energy 
on pranks directed at ‘new boys’—a form of introduction common to 
many public schools but rare in POW camps. Pat Reid later wrote up an 
account of the way in which the naval party was put in its place before its 
members had had time to digest who was who and what was what: 


The Colditz ‘old lags’ decided to have some fun at the new boys’ expense. 
Howard Gee, who spoke German perfectly, was togged out in the best pieces of 
home-made German officer’s uniform, converted from a Dutch uniform for the 
occasion (and removed from its hiding place). He was accoutred as the German 
camp doctor, complete with stethoscope, accompanied by his medical orderly, 
alias Dominic Bruce, in white overalls, carrying a large bowl of blue woad— 
mainly theatre paint—and a paintbrush. No sooner were the fifteen new arrivals 
let loose in the British day quarters than Gee and Bruce entered. Gee, in a 
stentorian voice, demanded that the newcomers parade before him. He in- 
spected them, condemned them as lice-ridden, bellowed at them to remove 
their trousers, condemned them again in insulting language as being ridden with 
crabs and indicated to his orderly that the offending body and other excres- 
cences be painted with the blue liquid, permeated with high-smelling lavatory 
disinfectant. 


Convinced by their fellow prisoners that this indignity had to be endured 
for fear of dire retribution from the Germans, the naval party found their 
private parts generously daubed with the blue stuff while they held their 
trousers at half-mast. After a final harangue on the bodily habits of the 
English, the ‘doctor’ retired.©* 

So much fun was had that the trick was repeated on members of the 
Eichstatt contingent when they arrived ten months later. ‘We arrived like 
new boys at a school’, Pat Fergusson recalled: 


We were taken one by one down to the medical room, where we were inter- 
viewed by a German doctor in a white coat. We were told to do all the usual 
things—drop your trousers, cough. Then a bucket of purple paint appeared, 
which was duly slapped on in the appropriate places, and we were told to get the 
hell out of there. All the time the German doctor was shouting loudly and rudely 
at us; and, of course, he wasn’t a German. We fell for it and felt quite silly... 


Other members of the same group were taken in by a stunt mounted by 
Harry Elliot. He formally introduced these unsuspecting types to the one 
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‘Chinese naval officer’ in residence—in reality a Dutch Indonesian— 
who completely fooled his audience and managed to get them into a 
position where the national anthem was sung at attention by all as he left 
the room.” 

Far more effort, though, went into attempts to put the enemy in his 
place. “The game was “‘goon baiting”, Jack Champ recalled of Colditz, 
‘and this was practised at every possible opportunity.’°° 

The daily counts, which occurred four times a day rather than the 
usual two, were often fractious affairs. ‘If parade discipline had been bad 
in other camps,’ Miles Reid reflected, ‘in Colditz it was practically non- 
existent.” Dressed any way they pleased, British prisoners would 
shamble down to the courtyard, assemble in an untidy clump, smoke, 
chat, wander about, and voice rude remarks about the guards, the castle, 
and the Third Reich in general. The Germans did not appreciate having 
Appell treated like a music-hall turn, and even after the SBO called the 
contingent to attention saluting was always casual in the extreme, and 
enough shuffling might occur to foul up the count and force a repeat 
performance. ‘Indiscipline, I can truly say,’ a chagrined Lageroffizier 
Reinhold Eggers later wrote, ‘was the unspoken order of the day on their 
side; indiscipline often amounting to plain personal insolence, or at least 
studied offhandedness.’°’ 

There was a certain amount of fairly innocuous leg-pulling designed 
to make the captors look foolish. The embarrassment caused by a goon 
suddenly finding that his cap or other items (half a ladder in one famous 
instance) had disappeared while his back was turned gave rise to mirth. 
When a sentry was heard complaining that he had missed his lunch while 
a search was on, Peter Tunstall, an RAF officer, proffered a coin—which 
the searchers had clearly missed—with the words, ‘Here you are my 
good man, go out and get yourself a good meal’. The sentry replied 
‘Nein, Danke, Nein’, and retreated in considerable confusion. There was 
also the case of the Oflag IVC Spitfire, related by Miles Reid in his 
memoirs: 

There was a nimble-handed young R.A.F. officer in Colditz who made a perfect 
model of a spitfire with a wingspan of about eighteen inches. Once, on a parole 
walk, he caught a very vicious-looking hornet and took it back into the castle in a 
matchbox and, just before running down to take his place on parade on a very 
hot day, when the heat from the basalt was rising, he loosed the hornet from his 
window with the toy spitfire attached to it by a piece of cotton tied round its 
thorax. With the lift from the rising current, this insect towed this perfect 
aerodynamic toy round and round the courtyard, to the amusement of everyone 
except the Germans trying to count us. Then the hornet’s engine failed, or he 
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got tired, because he nose-dived straight on to Hauptmann Pupka [sic]. Think- 
ing it was a wasp and not wishing to show curiosity about the laughter, he made 
a sweeping gesture without raising his eyes from his score sheet, only to get his 
hand caught up in the middle of a cotton towrope with a hornet on one end and 
the toy plane on the other. 


‘Anything which rattled us’, Hauptmann Eggers noted, ‘was a point in 
the prisoners’ favour.’ 

Goon-baiting did sometimes have a more malicious and combative 
quality at Colditz. A fire was deliberately started using a pile of wood- 
shavings at the bottom of the staircase leading to the British quarters 
during one Appell in June 1942, for instance. While the Germans were 
trying to put it out amid cheers and barracking from the assembled 
officers, an RAF officer ducked up the stairs and dropped a water 
bomb that soaked the nearest sentry. Snap parades, searches, and VIP 
inspections might be accompanied by a variety of sound effects— 
screaming, booing, whistling, animal noises, bugles, and shouted insults. 
If the prisoners were ordered back to their rooms they might then launch 
water and sometimes excrement bombs (made from newspapers folded 
into cocked hats), plus, on occasion, potatoes (presumably when Red 
Cross parcels were plentiful), and lob other items from the windows into 
the courtyard. Conan Purdon wrote of the pandemonium that accom- 
panied German efforts to fingerprint new arrivals in the courtyard in 
June 1943: “The Germans had two tables in the yard, each placed below 
windows, and German officers sat there to take our particulars, photo- 
graph us and so on. To my amazement water bombs rained onto the 
tables, and then a blazing palliasse thrown down out of an upper 
window. Grinning faces looked down, roaring insults at our captors.’ 
The commandant himself narrowly missed getting soaked while con- 
ducting a tour of the castle at about this time.’ 

Incidents of this sort certainly made Colditz a livelier place than some 
of the more sedate oflags. Not all officers, however, especially those 
transferred in 1943, agreed with the philosophy that ‘anything to irritate 
the Germans is a good thing’, as Jimmy Yule put it. ‘I personally felt 
rather embarrassed’, admitted Michael Alexander in relation to some of 
the more schoolboyish antics. “[here’s no point in making a fool of 
yourself all the time just to prick a few Germans’, Patrick Welch later 
commented. John Chrisp, thinking about a particular water-bombing 
incident many years after the war, had to admit that the goons put up 
with far more aggravation than he would have done in their place. If an 
individual was identified as having thrown something or made an 
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insulting remark he ran the risk of a court martial. There were further 
dangers in goading the sentries to the point where they were ordered to 
fire warning shots in the vicinity of windows, as at least one French 
prisoner in the castle maimed by a ricochet could attest. The guards at 
Colditz exercised a fair amount of restraint in their use of firearms—far 
more than the British would admit to during visits by the Protecting 
Power—but their patience was not limitless. ‘After a few days in Colditz 
I came to the conclusion that the Germans were being teased beyond 
reasonable measure,’ wrote Miles Reid, who arrived in September 1943, 
‘and that sooner or later the Wehrmacht staff would be strengthened by 
SS troops; then there would be trouble and someone would get shot.’ 
Colonel Stayner evidently sought to place limits on provoking the enemy 
in 1942-3, when goon-baiting was at its height, and when things looked 
to be getting out of hand again Willie Tod, as SBO, took a firm line after 
arriving in May 1944. He publicly berated a junior officer in June whose 
rudeness towards the guards overstepped the mark; and in October, in 
view of the war situation, issued orders that even the usual Appell 
annoyances were to stop.’ 

The taunting that went on by the ‘men of spirit’ should not be taken to 
mean that more sedentary games were not pursued at Oflag IVC. Chess 
became an obsession for some, officers being known to stay up all night 
to allow a game to continue uninterrupted. Here, as in other officer 
camps, playing cards became a major part of daily life for most prisoners. 
‘Some men took to playing cards as though it was their religion’, Ion 
Ferguson noticed. Close quarters meant that the constant patter of 
players could irritate those trying to do something else, and even some 
of the players themselves might grow fed up with bridge and poker. 
Rather more serious was the gambling that took place in the later war 
years. “There was in the camp a Poker School of rich young officers who 
played for high stakes’, Tommy Catlow wrote in his memoirs. ‘I don’t 
think it mattered to them whether they won or lost, but they were joined 
by one or two less rich officers to whom it mattered a lot if they lost—and 
they did. I heard one chap lost £7,000, even today not a minor sum.’”! 

Music also helped to pass the time at Colditz. Prisoners brought 
instruments with them from other camps or obtained them through 
the canteen or the Red Cross. The comparative lack of outdoor space 
meant that the sounds generated by those learning to play were not 
always appreciated, but eventually a small orchestra was formed that, 
in the words of the War Office report on the camp, ‘provided a certain 
amount of entertainment once or twice a week’. Gramophone recitals 
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were also undertaken (though the substantial number of records built up 
seems to have diminished after it was realized that MI9 was smuggling 
contraband in them, and a large number were broken to see if they 
contained money or maps).’” 

The stage was another diversion actively pursued in the castle on those 
occasions when the theatre was not closed as a retaliatory measure. “The 
productions were ham but fun,’ wrote Tommy Catlow, ‘and filled a gap 
in one’s time with make-believe.’ Plays ranging from Hay Fever and 
Tonight at Eight-Thirty to Gaslight were staged, but most memorable 
were the musical-comedy revues dreamt up by the prisoners themselves. 
These, often presented in the form of Christmas pantomimes, were full 
of lowbrow puns and innuendo, but were great fun for all concerned. 
‘Like all prison pantos,’ Michael Riviere wrote to his father about the 
Christmas 1944 production, ‘it’s a good hotch potch and includes Snow 
White, her Prince, a wicked duke, an American Detective, a Witch, an 
A.D.C., a Japanese torturer, and so on.” 

A tradition had been started in late 1941 with the revue Ballet Non- 
sense. ‘It is difficult to say whether, in a normal atmosphere,’ Airey Neave 
wrote of his own contribution to the show, a sketch entitled “The 
Mystery of Wombat College’, ‘this wretched little piece would be 
regarded as funny, but it was an uproarious success in the all-male 
atmosphere of Oflag IVc.’ Among other over-the-top sketches staged 
was one involving a pure-of-heart maiden and a lascivious moneylender. 
Faux melodrama was punctuated by faux dance numbers. “The under- 
lying theme of Ballet Nonsense was provided by a corps de ballet consisting 
of the toughest-looking, heaviest-moustached officers available,’ Pat 
Reid proudly recalled, ‘who performed miracles of energetic grace and 
unsophisticated elegance upon the resounding boards of the Colditz 
theatre stage attired in frilly crépe paper ballet skirts and brassiéres.’ 
The show was a huge success. ‘It was escapism, without a shadow of a 
doubt’, Jimmy Yule—who wrote the lyrics and music for this and later 
revues—affirmed in an interview: ‘I make no apology for that at all.’’4 

One of the few British audience members not amused by Ballet 
Nonsense was Ellison Platt, the Methodist padre. This was mainly be- 
cause he was already worried about what he thought were incipient 
cases of sexual perversion among British officers. ‘Since the beginning 
of March homosexualism has occupied an increasingly large place in 
contemporary prison humour’, he wrote in his diary in April 1941. 
‘Jocular references to masturbation too, are freer than is usual among 
healthy minded adults.’ Oscar Wilde and Frank Harris literature was 
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encouraging ‘perverse sexualism’, as was the presence of a young man 
attractive to those ‘susceptible to homosexual inclination’ in the close 
confines of a POW camp. Platt did not think matters had progressed 
beyond the level of ‘coarse humour’, but he was clearly worried that 
Colditz might become the new Sodom. Ballet Nonsense did nothing to 
quiet his fears: ‘It was primarily the production of sex-starved, virile, 
young men whose minds perforce, inclined towards abuse as an anti- 
dote.’ Neave’s sketch was ‘redolent of a master’s perverted interest in 
small boys’, and the Methodist minister had doubts about cross-dressed 
men playing prostitutes. “This fight against nature,’ he reflected in 
anguished tones, ‘against tortured bodies and imagination that has 
become perverted with longing in a battle no young man should be 
required to fight’.’° 

By the end of the year Padre Platt was certain that talk had been 
supplemented by action. ‘A small mutual masturbation group hold what 
they hope are secret sessions!’ This was apparently widely known and— 
to his chagrin—quietly tolerated, along with homosexual talk. In early 
January 1942 the padre decided that he would have to act. ‘I must 
attempt as difficult a task as has yet come my way’, wrote Platt. ‘Some 
of those to whom I propose to speak will deny all knowledge of anything 
of the kind; while one, I imagine, will tell me to mind my own business! 
But this happens to be my business!’ What action Platt actually took, if 
any, is not recorded. Thereafter there are few references to sexual 
matters in his diary; though at the end of 1943 he noted that ‘perversion’ 
was still a lively topic of conversation. ”° 

Platt, it must be said, may well have misunderstood and exaggerated 
in his own somewhat fevered imagination what was actually going on at 
Colditz. Sex was certainly not absent from men’s minds when Red Cross 
parcels were available. “The castle was full of randy young men’, Hugo 
Ironside remembered. As in other camps, those who regularly took on 
female roles in the theatre might produce a certain amount of confusion. 
“The leading ladies were incredibly convincing’, George Drew admitted 
on camera. “They really did try and make up to look like proper women. 
I remember feeling quite sort of, er, embarrassed, to find oneself stand- 
ing up behind one of these chaps in the shower, because they all had long 
hair, and er, one began to wonder what was going on.’ Active liaisons 
between men, though, were another matter. Most recalled no sign of 
homosexuality at all. ‘I think there was probably an element of homo- 
sexual feelings at times but never practicing that I know of’, Lord Haig 
reflected. Diminished libido and fear of discovery aside, there was 
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simply not much opportunity to engage in homosexual activity. ‘It might 
be guessed that homosexuality became rife,’ wrote Michael Burn, ‘but 
this was not so. Even if desire had retained its strength, the crowded 
conditions and a general censure would have made satisfaction almost 
hopeless.’ As Tommy Catlow observed, ‘there wasn’t any space for it to 
occur in!’ Masturbation, which does seem to have happened, may well 
have been fuelled by the same heterosexual urges that prompted the 
making of telescopes (commonly known as ‘lecherscopes’) with which to 
observe young women in the town below the castle.” 


Though others might display a greater degree of inventiveness, and 
some—especially those incarcerated in RAF compounds—might occa- 
sionally manifest similar tendencies, many officers at Colditz took goon- 
baiting to a level of rambunctiousness bordering on sometimes outright 
violence that was rare in most camps. The caged souls at Oflag IVC 
worked hard at playing, and for some of their transgressions against 
enemy authority would pay the penalty in the form of German retali- 
atory actions. Yet relations never deteriorated to the extent feared by 
some, and Colditz in fact turned out to be the very opposite of a 
Straflager, insofar as most of its inhabitants avoided the mass reprisals 
imposed on the men of other oflags or stalags. In a paradoxical way, 
being a prisoner at Colditz turned out to have its rewards. 
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a Reprisals and Rewards 


All forms of corporal punishment, confinement in premises not 
lighted by daylight and in general, all forms of cruelty whatsoever 
are prohibited. Collective penalties for individual acts are also 
prohibited. 


(from Article 46, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Belligerents shall be required to send back to their own country, 
without regard to rank or numbers, after rendering them in a fit 
condition for transport, prisoners of war who are seriously ill or 
seriously wounded. 


(from Article 68, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Under the terms of the Geneva Convention individuals in enemy hands 
were subject to well-defined penalties for acts of misconduct that 
mirrored those in place within the captor’s armed forces. At the same 
time certain categories of prisoner—chiefly medical personnel and the 
severely injured—were supposed to be repatriated to their home country 
as quickly as practicable after capture. For British prisoners of war in 
Nazi Germany, however, the process of apportioning reprisals and 
rewards would be mostly rather more complex and often fraught with 
peril than was allowed for under the provisions of an international 
agreement concluded in time of peace by a defunct regime. One of the 
principal features of the POW experience as a whole was the sameness of 
day-to-day life behind the wire. Yet individuals, groups, and even on 
occasion the population of entire camps could find their condition 
worsened or improved on the basis of events that were not always of 
their own making. As in other respects, the inhabitants of Colditz were 
often better off, but also sometimes worse off, than their contemporaries 
incarcerated elsewhere in the Third Reich. 


Apparent or real insubordination (which was mentioned as sufficient 
cause for disciplinary action in Article 45 of the Geneva Convention, yet 
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might encompass everything from talking back to outright mutiny) was 
what got most individual Kriegies into trouble. Whether involving an 
on-the-spot response by a guard or NCO, the penalty meted out by a 
commandant, or a full-blown court martial at army district level, enemy 
justice from the perspective of the recipients was sometimes clearly fair 
and honest, but at other times seemed extreme to the point of savagery. 

On working parties and in main camps the more brutish NCOs and 
guards could resort to violence if other-rank prisoners appeared unwill- 
ing or slow to carry out orders. Slaps, kicks, being hit with a rifle butt, or 
even jabbed with a bayonet amidst a stream of high-pitched invective 
might result, as well as field punishments such as being made to stand 
rigidly at attention facing the wire, possibly for days at a time, with hands 
above the head while holding a rock.’ Summary brutality of this kind— 
as against being put on a charge or court-martialled—was not commonly 
directed against British officers, but they too ran the risk of being shot for 
acting in ways that guards thought—or were under orders to assume— 
involved insurrection or escape. On the comparatively rare occasions 
that this happened, the results were often fatal. 

Near or actual tragedy might occur as the result of a simple misun- 
derstanding or an argument with a trigger-happy German who felt his 
authority or dignity was being threatened. In the first year of the war 
shots were fired at a group of officers in the grounds of Laufen by a guard 
who alleged that the prisoners had been laughing at him. Luckily he 
missed his mark, but other human targets were not so fortunate. On a 
working party out of Posen several years later a soldier was fatally 
wounded after misunderstanding the direction a guard wanted him to 
walk in and being shot in the back. Getting into a fight could end 
bloodily, as when two apparently drunken soldiers were shot and bled 
to death after an altercation with an NCO on a working party sent out 
from Wolfsberg in April 1944. A point-blank refusal to work could lead 
to bloody results. One cold winter day a corporal on a working party out 
of Lamsdorf was shot dead by an Unteroffizier for refusing to climb a 
steel-girder pylon without proper boots and gloves. On other occasions it 
took virtually nothing for a guard to become enraged enough to open 
fire. In December 1941 a lance corporal was shot in the stomach and 
died for having the temerity to ask the guard in charge of his Arbeits- 
kommando from Thorn to allow the men on his gang to take shelter 
from the rain while they were stacking and loading beets.” 

Armed civilian foremen might be just as bad, especially as the 
bombing of Germany increased in the second half of the war and the 
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Nazi propaganda machine started to foster a lynching mentality among 
the population. A private in the Green Howards heard about a particu- 
larly nasty incident in another work gang that was part of his coal-mine 
Arbeitskommando out of Mühlberg late in the war: 


The victim was an Australian who, by tragic coincidence, was celebrating his 
birthday that day. It seemed that the civilian guard had seized one rather small 
and weak prisoner and was physically ill treating him. The Australian came to 
the assistance of his fellow prisoner and demanded that the German leave him 
alone. For answer, the German drew a revolver and shot the Australian in the 
chest at point blank range. It took him about half an hour to die, during which 
time the German refused to let anyone come near him to render first aid, nor did 
he allow anyone to send for help. 


Eric Laker, another Stalag IVB man working in another colliery, noted a 
similar tragedy in his diary on 23 September 1944. ‘Incident at mine with 
night shift, at 2200 hrs. Chap from our room, shot in neck, and left lying 
until 0300 hrs. in the pouring rain. The Germans cannot take all this 
bombing and are beginning to get very nasty towards us.” 

In main camps the majority of shooting incidents seem to have oc- 
curred as a result of guards following standing orders to the letter. In 
hutted camps prisoners were warned that guards were under orders to 
shoot without warning from the watch-towers if prisoners were spotted 
outside their barracks after evening lock-up, and that the same applied 
during the day if they touched or crossed the warning wire laid around the 
inside perimeter of the camp a few yards from the main fence. Technic- 
ally three warning shouts were to be given before shots were fired during 
the day, but such verbal cautions were not always heard or made.* 

Sometimes shooting incidents were the result of poor communication. 
In the East Compound of Stalag Luft III, in the summer of 1942, an 
RAF officer narrowly missed being hit by a bullet fired by a guard who 
had not been told that prisoners were now being allowed to leave their 
huts to go to the latrine just before dawn. On other occasions sufficient 
warning was given but—as in the case of a mentally disturbed Fleet Air 
Arm officer who clambered up the main fence in broad daylight in the 
spring of 1943 and was shot dead—tragically was not heeded. At other 
times guards (either by accident or design) fired wide of the mark when 
Kriegies sought to retrieve balls and other items from beyond the 
warning wire without first obtaining permission, or were particularly 
slow in returning to their barracks at lock-up time.” 

There were, however, a number of instances where prisoners were 
either wounded or killed by guards whose aim was truer and whose 


234 | REPRISALS AND REWARDS 


scruples were fewer. Incidents multiplied as the war dragged on, the 
prisoner population expanded, and enemy tempers shortened amidst 
Allied bombing and a deteriorating war situation; but the first fatal 
shooting occurred within eleven months of the outbreak of hostilities. 

At Laufen orders were issued by the commandant that prisoners were 
not to lean out of the Schloss windows, on pain of being shot at by 
guards. In November 1940 a Posten took careful aim and killed without 
warning a British lieutenant who was seen sketching from a window, but 
who was apparently not leaning out at all. One day, while a party of 
British POWs were temporarily housed in a camp full of French POWs 
in the spring of 1941, everyone was ordered back to their huts. After 
several hours a Scots sergeant went outside and gesticulated to the 
guards that he wanted to fill his canteen from the pump near the wire. 
What response he got is not clear. The aggressively anti-British com- 
mandant claimed that he had been warned several times not to come 
out, while the man of confidence asserted that this was a lie. Whatever 
the truth of the matter, the sergeant set off for the pump and within sixty 
seconds lay mortally wounded. In the late summer of the same year 
British POWs were confined to barracks during the day as well as at 
night at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) because of a suspected diphtheria out- 
break. A Royal Marine shouted to a passing French POW one day to 
throw him some cigarettes: when he leaned out the window of his hut to 
retrieve them he was instantly shot through the head by a guard.° 

A particularly nasty episode occurred one night in the RAF compound 
at Lamsdorf in January 1942. An air gunner, having observed some loose 
timber just beyond the compound fence, crept out to retrieve it for use as 
fuel. The notorious and sometimes violent NCO known as Ukraine Joe 
spotted him, walked up, and deliberately fired a bullet from his pistol 
into the unfortunate man’s stomach. “The victim writhed on the ground 
and screamed “‘mother, mother, mother!”’’ according to Sergeant Rich- 
ard Pape, who observed the scene from the barracks. Ukraine Joe then 
stepped back a few paces and fired three more bullets, two into the head 
and one into the chest, to make sure the wounded man died.’ 

In the autumn of 1943 one of the army sergeants at Hohenfels was 
wounded in the leg while picking dandelions for his rabbits from under 
the warning wire. At about the same time a South African officer was 
shot and badly injured at Oflag XIIB (Hadamar). ‘A courtyard was used 
for the purpose of recreation and exercise’, a war-crimes memo on the 
episode explained, ‘which was surrounded by an apron wire fence, inside 
which was a trip wire’: 
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During September 43, in the course of a Basket Ball game, the ball went out 
of play hitting the outside wire, rebounding and coming to rest under the 
trip wire, a little to the wrong side of it. Lieut. Gordon BROWN went to retrieve 
the ball which he succeeded in doing by inserting his hand underneath the trip 
wire, and when he had walked back about 4 paces towards the scene of play, 
[a guard named] NEULIST fired at him with his rifle from the raised sentry 
tower from a range of about I5 yards; this shot missed. Lieut. BROWN hesitated, 
then went on and was about to throw the ball in from a position near the back of 
the field of play when NEULIST fired again, this time the bullet struck 
Lieut. BROWN in the left shoulder and has resulted in the disablement of his 
left arm. 


Ten seconds elapsed between the first and second shots.® 

In the first months of 1944 there was further evidence that at least 
some guards were intent on shooting to kill at the first opportunity that 
presented itself. In January an RAF prisoner in ‘A’ compound at Stalag 
Luft VI (Heydekrug), contrary to regulations, threw some English cig- 
arettes to a Russian prisoner working nearby. While the RAF man was 
walking towards his hut a machine-gun in one of the towers opened up 
on him. He only just managed to round a corner before a hail of bullets 
struck the end of the hut, narrowly missing several other prisoners 
inside. An even more disturbing episode occurred at Oflag VIIB (Eich- 
statt) the following month. When the air-raid siren wailed one day and 
officers seemed to be dawdling in returning to their huts, as they were 
supposed to when the sirens started, an apparently off-duty guard raised 
his rifle in a menacing gesture. Amidst the mad rush for the doors one 
lieutenant paused to look up for the planes. He was promptly shot dead. 
A friend then came out of the nearest hut with his hands over his head, 
nodding to the prone body in the expectation of being allowed to carry 
the man inside in case he was only wounded. Instead the second officer, 
with his hands still in the air, was shot in the head at point-blank range. 
At Stalag Luft VII (Bankau), a guard calmly shot dead a Canadian 
prisoner who emerged prematurely from his hut after a raid had finished. 
In March, again at Stalag IVB, an RAF flight sergeant was fatally 
wounded when guards fired into a coal shed inside the camp that a 
number of prisoners were raiding. Later an officer in the Belaria com- 
pound of Stalag Luft III was shot in the hand because he had allegedly 
brushed it against the warning wire. In the summer of 1944 an Indian 
prisoner at Oflag 79 (Brunswick) was killed outright by a bullet from a 
sentry’s rifle after apparently leaning over the trip wire to retrieve a fallen 
item. In none of these instances did witnesses notice any verbal warnings 
before shots were fired.” 
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Matters did not improve in the last six months of the war. In January 
1945, for instance, once again at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg), a sentry shot 
and wounded an RAF man caught at night climbing through the wire 
between compounds. The man was left to bleed and freeze to death, the 
sentry resuming his beat, and the prisoners had to face the sight of a 
corpse on the wire—presumably as an object lesson—the following day. 
Marlag, which by the end of the war housed hundreds of men who had 
marched in from Sagan, as well as naval personnel, was the scene of 
another shooting the following month when an RAF officer was hit 
twice—in the arm and the liver—after being spotted crossing the 
warning wire in order to trade for eggs with someone in a neighbouring 
compound.!° 

Prisoners trying to break out not only ran the risk of being fired at if 
spotted going through the wire, but also—assuming they were successful 
in getting out—acts of personal retribution on the part of those who 
arrested them if they were unlucky enough to be recaptured. These 
could range from beating up and torture (in the case of the Gestapo) 
to ‘shot-while-trying-to-evade-arrest’ type executions (in the case of 
ordinary police, soldiers, and even civilians). Gestapo officials, not sur- 
prisingly, often showed little compunction in keeping the military au- 
thorities ignorant of escaped POWs who fell into their hands while they 
were severely interrogated, especially if they were not officers and par- 
ticularly if they were thought to have had contact with underground 
resistance movements. In the latter stages of the war the local chief might 
simply execute (‘shot while trying to escape’) those who came into the 
local jail or make them disappear into the Konzentrationslager system.’ * 

Yet it was not just members of the Gestapo who took matters into their 
own hands. There was always the danger of misunderstandings between 
newly recaptured prisoners and trigger-happy police or armed-forces 
personnel leading to tragedy.'* Beyond this, moreover, angry soldiers, 
acting either on their own initiative or with the support of a superior 
NCO, sometimes chose to inflict their own form of retributive justice 
on escapers. 

On one of the Lamsdorf Arbeitskommandos it was widely believed 
that two prisoners whom the Germans claimed were killed in the act of 
escaping had actually surrendered but were then deliberately shot by 
guards, their bodies being left in the open for two days pour encourager les 
autres, in March 1941. About a year later two privates made a break from 
their iron-quarrying working party administered through Wolfsberg. 
They were picked up at a railway junction and two guards shortly arrived 
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to escort them back to camp at Radner. One of the two recaptured men, 
Trooper W. J. Lawrence, explained what happened next in a war-crimes 
deposition: 


I do not know the names of these two guards but as soon as they got us out of 
the police barracks they started calling us names and slapping our faces with the 
backs of their hands. We were taken about a quarter of a kilometre down the road 
and were then met by the commandant of the camp [a senior NCO] and four 
other guards. The commandant ordered the guards to tie our hands behind our 
backs and then Davis’s hands were tied tightly to mine so that we had to march 
back to the camp, a distance of about nine kilometres, in this fashion. This was 
very painful as we were tied by means of the string used to tie Red Cross parcels 
and the flesh of our wrists was badly cut. We kept falling down and we were 
kicked, punched, hit with rifle butts and hit with the flat side of the guards’ 
bayonets across the back and legs. I was only semi-conscious towards the end of 
the journey and Davis partly carried me. This ill-treatment was all carried out on 
the instructions of the commandant who was present for the whole of the 
journey. He had his Luger pistol and he hit me on the back of the neck with it 
several times. He did the same to Davis. We were knocked down by him several 
times, owing to the blows from his pistol, and each time we fell down he and the 
guards kicked us to our feet and threatened to shoot us. 


Once back behind the wire the two men were further beaten about the 
face, arms, and legs by an enraged junior NCO with planks of wood. 
Early in 1943 when two Palestinian escapers from an Arbeitskommando 
in Upper Silesia were recaptured, a railway policeman shot one of them 
dead without provocation. According to another member of the same 
party, this was not a unique case. ‘“‘Shot while trying to escape after 
recapture” was the stock formula used by the Germans to cover up 
murder’, Cyril Rofe asserted.’ 

Though other ranks were perhaps more prone to be physically as- 
saulted by Wehrmacht personnel than officers on recapture, the latter 
were not altogether exempt from the threat of enraged guards. In August 
of 1942 two captains managed to break out of Oflag IXA/H, but were 
retaken by civilians within two miles of the camp. Two guards from 
Spangenberg came running up, the first of whom immediately started to 
strike one of the officers with the butt of his rifle, beating him to the 
ground with such force that his rifle broke and the man’s skull was 
fractured. This seemed only to enrage the guard further, and he then 
proceeded—covered by the raised rifle of his companion—to beat up the 
other officer with his broken weapon. 

Thankfully this sort of ad hoc corporal punishment or shooting was 
comparatively rare (at least until the last fourteen months of the war, 
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when the extra-judicial killing of escapers came to be widely sanctioned 
by the state authorities). The common practice was to treat escape 
attempts as one of a range of camp disciplinary infractions. The length 
and severity of imprisonment for problematic individuals in a Kriegie 
cell-block (sometimes known as the cooler) or a special disciplinary 
compound for POWs (Straflager) was the responsibility of the com- 
mandant. The maximum penalty he could impose under Article 54 of 
the Geneva Convention for offences ranging from insolence to escape 
was thirty days. At first disciplinary retaliation often tended to be mild. 
Multiple offences, however, along with increasing pressure from OKW 
to punish offenders and deter emulation as the war went on, led to 
harsher awards and efforts to circumvent the spirit if not the letter of 
international law. 

In 1940-1 at Stalag Luft I (Barth) the penalty for a first escape attempt 
was five days in cells, the second attempt ten days in cells, and for any 
third attempts the full thirty days. By the spring of 1941, however, the 
price of failure had begun to increase as the Germans sought both to 
punish and deter through sending offenders to the cooler for fourteen 
days without access to Red Cross parcels and amenities. Alex Master- 
son, who broke out of one of the forts of Stalag XXA (Thorn) in April, 
on recapture was immediately slapped in cells for the full thirty days, 
even though this was his first bid for freedom. For refusing to reveal how 
he had broken out in his first escape attempt, RAF Sergeant Derrick 
Nabarro was punished with the full thirty days, on top of the four days he 
had already spent in a cell while under interrogation at Stalag IXC (Bad 
Sulza). Holding men ‘pending investigation’ before they started their 
official time behind bars became a popular tactic at Stalag Luft III 
(Sagan), and by 1942—3—encouraged by OKW—camp commandants 
were often not counting time spent in local jails while in transit back to 
camp, and were using add-on offences such as ‘destruction of Reich 
property’ (damage done to fences, walls, furniture, and items of infra- 
structure) and even forgery (using faked passes and documents) to 
lengthen camp disciplinary awards. Sergeant George Beeson, who had 
already spent nine days under close arrest in the hands of the Gestapo 
and in a Straflager, found himself awarded twenty-eight days of solitary 
confinement when he arrived back at Hohenfels. The days spent en 
route back to Stalag XVIIIA and waiting in the local Straf compound 
in October 1944 were not deducted from the twenty-one days Percy 
Carruthers spent in cells after recapture. Sometimes allowances were 
made. At Stalag Luft III eleven days were deducted from the fifteen-day 


REPRISALS AND REWARDS | 239 


award given to Kingsley Brown because he had switched identities with a 
soldier at the Lamsdorf hospital and had already spent days in the Straf 
compound at Stalag VIIIB after a failed escape bid from a working 
party. But in other cases men could spend five weeks behind bars for 
using a forged pass, sometimes—though not always—under quite harsh 
conditions. "°? 

Individual commandants might also impose sanctions on the camp 
population as a whole for escape activity, goon-baiting, and other forms 
of insubordinate behaviour—and, on occasion, as revenge for RAF 
bombing. The theatre might be closed, access to the sports field denied, 
water shut off for much of the day, extra roll-calls and searches instituted, 
and the mail supply interrupted. Many of these actions were explained to 
neutral observers as being the result of technical difficulties unconnected 
with POW behaviour—the Geneva Convention, after all, specifically 
forbade the imposition of collective punishments—but there was no 
doubt in prisoners’ minds that they were being subjected to reprisals.” 

In response to escape attempts from Stalag Luft I (Barth) in the early 
war years, the men of the officers’ compound were subjected to twenty- 
eight successive days of searches—during which their barracks and 
possessions were turned upside down—as well as the shutting off of 
the electricity supply at night. After a group of men broke out of Stalag 
MIE (Kirchhain) in late 1941 the remaining inmates were paraded in 
front of a horde of armed guards, made to discard their socks, shoes, and 
boots and slip on clogs. They were then forced to run round the com- 
pound by a pistol-wielding officer for almost three hours while guards 
watched with guns at the ready. By the time this ‘clog dance’ ended the 
barracks had been ransacked, many men had bleeding feet, and several 
had fainted from pain and exhaustion. ‘No afternoon tea by order of the 
Kommandant,’ Captain John Mansel noted in his diary on 3 October 
1942 at Oflag VIIB (Eichstatt), concerning a more typical level of re- 
prisal, ‘because he was laughed at on search parade yesterday.’ Evidently 
the camp had not learned its lesson, for on 18 March 1943 the same 
officer was recording that ‘the Kommandant has ordered the Canteen to 
be closed for 10 days and we are to be shut in our huts at 7.00 p.m. for 7 
days as a punishment for laughing and jeering and quack-quacking 
yesterday’. Meanwhile, in Stalag VIJIB at Lamsdorf privileges were 
being curtailed, searches increased, and parcels withheld for escape 
attempts and destruction of Reich property.’ 

Vindictiveness towards prisoners could also manifest itself in relation 
to Red Cross parcels. Containing luxury items such as real coffee and 


240 | REPRISALS AND REWARDS 


cane sugar unobtainable in Germany, these parcels became a natural 
source of envy and a focal point for personal retaliation by camp author- 
ities. Red Cross parcels were not tampered with in England for fear of 
the consequences if the Germans imposed an outright ban, but the fact 
that MI9 was known to be sending maps, money, and other contraband 
items in parcels under the guise of various bogus philanthropic organiza- 
tions made searching Red Cross packages before they were handed over 
to the recipients a justifiable exercise. Furthermore, the use of tinned 
food for escapes—it could be stored for later use in a way that perish- 
ables could not—and of the tins themselves as anything from earth 
scoops to parts of a tunnel ventilation system—legitimized the piercing 
of newly arrived tins and the confiscation of emptied tins under orders 
from OKW.!® The way in which this was done, however, indicated 
whether the commandant and his minions were or were not framing 
their actions in terms of a reprisal. 

The better camp administrations proved willing to do deals in which 
restrictions as to the use of tins were agreed to in return for a certain 
degree of flexibility in implementation. It was not until 1942 that OKW 
issued instructions that tins were to be confiscated, not just pierced, and 
for months afterward—as the high command discovered to its annoy- 
ance—there were commandants who continued to allow unopened 
parcels to be issued. In some compounds there were special parcel stores 
where a prisoner could come to withdraw an individual tin and have it 
opened in front of the Germans, before the contents were passed over to 
him in an open receptacle. Unfortunately there were also those who saw 
upholding security as a beautiful cover for retaliating against the ver- 
dammt Engländer. ‘On one occasion in the early days [at Laufen], Jim 
Rogers recalled, ‘the Germans opened all my tins, took my bowl and 
emptied everything into it—the meat and two veg stew, loose biscuits, 
cheese, chocolate, powdered milk, etc.—stirred them all together and 
handed the mess to me with a smirk.’ Unfortunately this was not a 
unique incident. ‘I shall never forget the expression on the face of 
Angus McCombie,’ recalled J. E. Pryce of a post-escape incident at 
Lamsdorf in 1943, ‘as he watched one of the guards empty a tin of 
Quaker oats into his basin [under orders] and then maliciously cover it 
with a layer of powdered coffee.’!” 

Area bombing of German cities, in combination with Nazi propa- 
ganda, could also on occasion drive those in command to acts that 
were apparently not officially sanctioned by higher authority, against 
RAF prisoners in particular. The day after the massive night raid on 
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Hamburg in late July 1943—smoke from which could be seen in the 
camp— prisoners at Barth suddenly found themselves being locked into 
their barracks with shutters placed on the windows at four o’clock in the 
afternoon. Protests to the Protecting Power brought this particular 
incident to an end shortly thereafter, but a far worse form of retaliation 
was to come elsewhere.?? 

Angered by the refusal of many RAF sergeants to salute and by their 
complaints about food, the commandant at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) 
decided to teach them a lesson by sending one group of troublemakers 
to a local concentration camp at Jacobstahl. “They were a subdued and 
quietly horrified crowd when they returned’, an observer noted. Geoff 
Taylor, an NCO Lancaster pilot in the RAAF, made the mistake of 
suggesting to a Scottish NCO who had returned from this place that 
surely it could not be much worse than Stalag IVB. “The Scot turned his 
head, staring at me. Suddenly, I could have been a total stranger. ‘““Worse 
than this? You bloody fool. You don’t know what worse is.” °”? 

In mid-July 1944 Stalag Luft VI, located at Heydekrug in Lithuania, 
was evacuated to prevent the prisoners from being liberated by the 
approaching Red Army. The three-day sea journey from Memel to 
Stettin in an old coaster, with men packed in like sardines, battened 
down below decks, and subject to air attack, was bad enough, as was the 
next three-day leg of the journey in closed cattle trucks without food or 
water and handcuffed in pairs. It was the journey on foot from the train 
station to Stalag Luft IV at Gross Tychow, however, that proved most 
frighteningly memorable for the approximately 2,000 NCOs involved. 

Formed up in one large column, the prisoners were uneasily aware 
from comments thrown in their direction that the large number of 
escorting guards—a mixture of naval cadets and young Luftwaffe pion- 
eer and signal troops—were mostly bombing victims of one sort or 
another. Before the actual march began the officer in command, prac- 
tically frothing at the mouth, harangued his audience into an even uglier 
mood with talk of how these Terrorflieger types were no better than 
gangsters on whom revenge should be wreaked for the killing of innocent 
women and children. Still handcuffed and suffering from hunger, thirst, 
and heat exhaustion, the prisoners were forced to jog along the uphill 
road leading to the new camp for several kilometres. Meanwhile the 
escort thrust at the outer files of the column with bayonets and rifle 
butts, and ferocious dogs were unleashed to snap and bite at legs and 
arms. Shots were heard, kit had to be abandoned willy-nilly, and anyone 
who fell down was immediately pounced on and beaten further, as were 
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those who stopped to try and help. Some accounts mention that ma- 
chine guns and cameras were spotted in the woods on either side of the 
road, the aim being to force prisoners to break ranks and scatter to avoid 
the blows raining down on them, and thus provide a convenient 
excuse—recorded on film—for murder under the guise of ‘shot while 
trying to escape’. Luckily the Kriegie leadership, notably Sergeant Vic 
Clarke, recognized the danger and warned their fellow prisoners to stick 
together at all costs. In the end no one was killed in the infamous ‘run up 
the road’, but many dozens of men had been wounded to a greater or 
lesser degree by the time they passed through the gates of Stalag 
Luft IV.” 

A further sign of the times came during the following month, when 
over I50 recently captured Allied aircrew evaders and others were 
evacuated from Paris before the Allied advance caught up with them. 
Instead of being passed on to the Luftwaffe, these prisoners were sent by 
the local Gestapo chief to Buchenwald concentration camp, where they 
were treated as Terrorfliegern. It was a small miracle that the senior Allied 
officer managed to smuggle a message out to a nearby airfield and 
thereby allow the Luftwaffe—who knew nothing of these men up to 
that point—to demand that the SS hand them over for proper registra- 
tion and incarceration in Stalag Luft III. The airmen spent only two 
months at Buchenwald and were not treated quite as abominably as the 
civilian inmates of the camp. They did not receive Red Cross parcels, 
however, were given the standard and entirely inadequate concentration 
camp food, shelter, and clothing, and were seriously threatened by 
disease through a combination of malnutrition, lack of sanitation, and 
severe overcrowding. Their chances of ultimate survival if they had 
stayed at Buchenwald much longer would likely have been slim, given 
their already emaciated state on arrival at Sagan.” 

An even narrower escape occurred seven months later, in the wake of 
the aerial destruction of Dresden. In late February 1945 all the RAF 
prisoners held at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) were taken to a compound 
where six-foot deep trenches had been dug and machine-gun equipped 
motorcycle combinations lay in wait, apparently under the command of 
an SS officer. The assembled NCOs waited in ranks for several hours, 
fully expecting to be mown down. In the end, however, cooler heads 
prevailed and they were told to disperse.7* 

Except when individuals or local commanders took matters into their 
own hands without authorization, matters that were considered too 
grave to be dealt with through disciplinary awards meted out by the 
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commandant and his staff (which in practice could mean anything from 
abusing individuals in a letter home to murdering someone on a working 
party) became the subject of judicial proceedings—i.e. courts martial— 
at Wehrkreis or divisional level. According to witnesses, courts martial 
were generally conducted in accordance with Wehrmacht regulations, 
though this was little comfort for the several hundred men receiving 
sentences ranging from months in military prison to death by firing- 
squad. Penalties became more lenient in the latter half of the war, and no 
judicial executions seem to have actually taken place—though at least 
half-a-dozen Kriegies were on ‘death row’ until the end of the fighting. 
For the first three years convicts were sent to the detention barracks at 
Torgau. At the end of 1942 the inhabitants were shifted to another 
fortress prison, this time at Graudenz. In line with the Wehrmacht 
disciplinary philosophy, daily life in these prisons was strict and condi- 
tions very severe. There was a serious overcrowding problem, inad- 
equate clothing and footwear, as well as—until March 1944—n0o access 
to Red Cross parcels. A New Zealand MO noted that after six months or 
so at both places he had lost four stone and was suffering from scurvy, 
and others were known to have developed beriberi.”” 

Then there were the reprisals imposed on hundreds of prisoners by the 
leadership of the Reich. Many of these were in retaliation for the mis- 
handling—both supposed and real—of German POWs under British 
and Commonwealth control. 

The first major reprisal action, instigated by OKW, came in the spring 
of 1941 after reports reached Berlin that German officers were being held 
under unacceptably primitive conditions at Fort Henry in Canada. 
In retaliation, several hundred British officers were transferred from 
Laufen and Spangenberg to two forts at Posen and Thorn dating 
back to the nineteenth century. Much of the space in these semi-ruined 
and hitherto largely abandoned structures was below ground level. Men 
were crowded into unfurnished rooms where moisture dripped from every 
crevice, light was inadequate, water was provided through a single 
hand pump, and sanitation arrangements in general were primitive 
in the extreme. ‘We caught all sorts of nasty diseases and infections’, 
Hugh Bruce recalled. ‘It really was a wonder we didn’t catch typhus 
because we were infested with lice which we couldn’t get rid of.’ Heating 
was practically non-existent, and to add to the jail-like atmosphere 
the guards carried rubber truncheons. Dartmoor prison, speculated 
a captain in the Coldstream Guards, was simply not in the same 
league.”° 
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Luckily for the officers concerned, it became clear to Berlin after three 
months that in fact conditions at Fort Henry were not as bad as initially 
thought, and in June 1941 the two forts were closed and their inhabitants 
moved back to Spangenberg and Warburg. Retaliation against British 
prisoners for perceived outrages against German prisoners, however, 
had far from run its course.”’ 

Perhaps the most unfortunate of the individuals to feel the effects of 
retaliatory actions arising from decisions made at state level in the first 
years of the war were seriously sick and badly wounded Kriegies. The 
Geneva Convention specified that exchanges of such men should take 
place, and in the summer of 1940 negotiations between the British and 
German authorities commenced, mediated by Switzerland. Progress 
was slow but steady, and by the spring of 1941 mixed medical commis- 
sions—two German doctors and two physicians from neutral coun- 
tries—had toured most camps and identified over 1,200 prisoners 
whose condition justified repatriation. In September 1941 the chosen 
few (who included some medical personnel and padres, as well as the 
disabled) were concentrated at Bad Sulza. Their spirits rising, members 
of the repatriation party boarded a special hospital train bound for a 
camp at Rouen, the last staging post before the cross-channel journey 
from Le Havre. Everything thus far suggested that the exchange was in 
the bag. However, the much smaller number of Germans in British 
hands meant that there were only I50 cases suitable for repatriation 
from the United Kingdom. Despite earlier tacit acknowledgement that 
a swap would have to be proportionate to the number of men held, at the 
beginning of October 1941 the Reich Foreign Office suddenly an- 
nounced that only a man-for-man exchange would be acceptable. 
Shortly thereafter the commandant at Rouen regretfully announced 
that the whole thing had been called off. ‘I suppose most of us have 
experienced disappointments in life, but at that moment, there could not 
have been a more dejected lot of men than us’, G. A. Griffin, whose 
shoulder had been shattered by machine-gun fire in May 1940, later 
reflected. “We slunk back to our barracks and I know that I cried my eyes 
out, [and] many of my comrades did the same.’ George Dunning, 
working as an RAMC orderly, described the effect of this blow on men 
who had expected to be home for Christmas: 


Some of us went to the hospital wards to give what assistance we could [to the 
bed-ridden men]. It was painfully evident that the patients already knew that 
there would be no Christmas in England for them. They lay there—withdrawn, 
passive, unresponsive—indifferent to our ministration. One youngster, with 
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stumps for arms, was fighting to hold back the tears he could no longer wipe 
away. Another, his glazed eyes fixed on the ceiling, muttered over and over 
again, ‘Jesus Christ! Jesus Christ!’ 


Around the end of the year the entire party was sent back to Ger- 
many.”® 

The year 1942 was a bad one for tit-for-tat reprisals. At Stalag XXID 
prisoners’ boots were confiscated for six weeks in retaliation for the same 
thing being done to German prisoners in a camp in Canada after an 
escape attempt. Incoming mail was interrupted at Oflag VIB for a time 
in response to problems German POWs sent to Australia were encoun- 
tering in receiving letters from home. In the spring news arrived in Berlin 
of a disastrously mishandled transfer of Afrika Korps prisoners from 
Egypt to South Africa aboard the transport ship Pasteur. Largely due to 
the actions of an army officer clearly unsuited to be in command, efforts 
to forestall an apprehended POW insurrection had led to prisoners 
having all utensils confiscated and much of their personal kit and pos- 
sessions looted or damaged. To force the British government to apolo- 
gize officially and make restitution OKW decided to institute conditions 
similar to those on the Pasteur at Oflag IXA/H. On 30 September 1942 
the personal belongings of all officers in the castle, including books, extra 
clothing items, towels, and razors, along with scissors, knives, forks, and 
all utensils, were confiscated. Badges of rank and campaign ribbons were 
also removed from uniforms, and it was announced that the camp 
orderlies would be moved elsewhere. The officers, from Major-General 
Victor Fortune on down, were therefore left, as Captain W. Earle 
Edwards explained, ‘with no means of washing, shaving, combing our 
hair, cutting our nails, no utensils with which to eat, no clothes into 
which we could change and with nothing to read’. Satisfied by the 
eventual response from London, OKW brought this regimen to a close 
at the end of November.” 

Unfortunately by this time a much bigger reprisal was in progress 
elsewhere. In the late summer of 1942, in the wake of the large-scale 
raid mounted against Dieppe by Canadian and British forces in August, 
evidence had come to light that German prisoners taken in this action 
had been tied up and blindfolded. From the German perspective this 
was a flagrant violation of the terms of the Geneva Convention, and 
OKW announced on 2 September 1942 that, unless an apology was 
forthcoming from the British government, all Canadian and British 
prisoners taken at Dieppe would be tied up. This threat was reiterated, 
with a twenty-four-hour time limit attached, in the wake of a smaller 
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commando raid on Sark at the start of October, when German prisoners 
were again tied up and a few later found shot dead while still tied. 
Whether or not the tying-up of prisoners in the battle zone was contrary 
to the terms of the Geneva Convention was open to interpretation, and 
according to British reports the men killed on Sark had been shot while 
trying to escape. With retaliation looming the matter was pushed up to 
War Cabinet level, where Churchill compelled his colleagues on 8 Octo- 
ber 1942 to agree to a bullish response, warning the Germans that if they 
carried out their reprisal His Majesty’s Government would take similar 
measures against an equal number of German POWs.*° 

By this point OKW had already started its reprisal against Dieppe 
prisoners. At noon on 8 October over 1,300 Canadian and British 
officers and other ranks in a variety of camps were paraded and had 
their hands bound together. It was announced on 9 October that if the 
British government carried out its threat then at least three times this 
number would be incapacitated in a similar manner. The British went 
ahead anyway, and on 10 October over 3,000 Kriegies—concentrated 
mostly at Lamsdorf, Hohenfels, and Eichstatt—suddenly found them- 
selves victims of a new round of retaliation. At first string was used to tie 
up hands, but police handcuffs separated by a short length of chain were 
soon the standard means of manacling the affected prisoners from 9 a.m. 
to 9 p.m.’! 

Most of those affected responded with the standard Kriegie reaction 
to bad news—laughter, singing, ironic cheering, goon-baiting—when 
told they were to be tied up, and there were some prisoners who 
remained apparently untroubled by being manacled. ‘I didn’t mind in 
the least’, Alec Masterson, a BEF veteran, remembered. ‘It was better 
than working in the sand quarries.’ But for many Kriegies the reprisal 
represented both a humiliation—‘somehow I felt dirty and degraded’, 
RAF Sergeant Bill Jackson remembered—and a new set of challenges. 
‘One does not realise how essential hands are,’ George Moreton, an- 
other RAF sergeant, later reflected, ‘until deprived of their func- 
tions...’ Everything from walking to lighting a cigarette and eating 
proved a challenge.*? Even with one man in ten left free to help the 
others, the shackling reprisal might have seriously affected the welfare 
and health of thousands of men, given that it took over a year to fully 
resolve the confrontation between the two governments most directly 
concerned. Lamsdorf seems to have been particularly bad. Here the 
school, theatre, church, and sports facilities were closed; and, in an 
act described as one of ‘pure malice’, Red Cross parcels were also 
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withheld.*? The initial tying of hands was carried out with considerable 
severity—‘It’s Hell!’ one prisoner recorded in his secret diary—and men 
asking to be freed in order to go to the Abort sometimes brought out the 
sadistic streak among the guards. “They deliberately took their time to 
perform this,’ Stoker Harold Siddall remembered, ‘and there must have 
been some near misses among the lads, who quite frequently reached the 
bursting point.” At first the guards were strict about exposing and 
punishing prisoners who had freed themselves by manipulating cords 
or using a nail or meat-tin key to unlock steel manacles. Officers at 
Eichstätt were threatened with arrest, NCOs caught out at Hohenfels 
were given three days standing at attention from dawn till dusk in the 
guardroom, and at Lamsdorf guilty parties were made to stand with their 
nose against the wire for eight hours with their hands chained behind 
their back.*? 

Over time, nevertheless, a combination of practical considerations— 
prisoner-of-war camps were not, after all, panoptic dream facilities—and 
efforts by the British and Dominion governments to defuse the crisis (by 
accepting ICRC and Swiss mediation and through freeing German 
prisoners) produced a less rigorous atmosphere. ‘During the winter of 
42 [at Stalag 383],’ Sergeant J. M. McGee later explained, ‘it became the 
done thing to remain in bed and await the arrival of the guard festooned 
with handcuffs.’ The guard would handcuff the men and then withdraw, 
it being tacitly understood by all concerned that the cuffs would be then 
taken off. ‘We used to hang the handcuffs on a hook in the back of the 
door,’ R. P. Evans remembered, ‘and when the guards came in at night, 
they merely reached round the door and took off the handcuffs and 
carried them away.’ It took longer for an accommodation to be reached 
at Oflag VIIB, but by the spring of 1943 here, as elsewhere, shackled 
prisoners were subject to less supervision (which meant they wore re- 
straints only in the presence of a guard), and were no longer isolated 
from their fellow Kriegies. Eventually ‘the Germans gave up and settled 
for a roll call with handcuffs and nothing more’, Jack Pringle recalled. 
‘Most prisoners did not bother even to do that,’ Tony Strachen argued, 
‘merely carrying the manacles and swinging them nonchalantly as their 
hosts tried to count them.’ Even at Stalag VIIIB life gradually improved. 
‘Each morning the handcuffs were brought to our compound and 
handed out to the prisoners who put them on themselves’, wrote Private 
Robert Gale. ‘After roll-call we went into our respective barrack-rooms, 
took off the handcuffs and slipped then under the towels at the end of 
our bunks. The German NCO in charge of our compound knew quite 
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well what was going on’, but turned a blind eye. At first prisoners who 
had unlocked their cuffs and went outside carried them about, ready to 
slip them on if an untamed guard was sighted. After a few months it 
became possible to leave the chains and shackles in the hut, only to be 
worn if an officer was about. By the autumn, as at Hohenfels, reprisal 
prisoners were no longer segregated, and were only made to wear hand- 
cuffs when senior military dignitaries were visiting. But it was only in 
November 1943 that the reprisal quietly came to an end.*° 

While this mass reprisal was still going on, moreover, a smaller-scale 
retaliatory action had taken place. In the summer of 1942 news reached 
Berlin that German POWs had been mistreated in a transit camp in 
Palestine. OKW responded by transferring eighty-two Palestinian 
NCOs and sixty-eight other British Kriegies to a special Straf camp at 
Cholm. Eventually it was made clear to Berlin that the offending camp at 
Latrun no longer held German prisoners, and in May 1943 the reprisal 
party was moved to normal Kriegie surroundings elsewhere.’ 

Smaller-scale reprisals initiated at state level continued into the last 
year of the war. News that German prisoners in British hands had been 
chained while in transit caused Berlin to insist in April 1944 that officers 
being transferred en masse by train from Oflag VIIIF to Oflag 79 be 
handcuffed during the journey. In May reports of the separation of 
Austrian and German prisoners in Allied hands apparently led to a 
limited segregation of Irish from other British Kriegies. Later in the 
year members of the 22nd New Zealand Battalion found themselves 
locked up, apparently in response to complaints from wounded German 
repatriates over the unit’s behaviour during the hard-fought battle for 
Crete. Then came news that German prisoners at Camp 306 in Egypt 
had been forced to sleep on sand by Jewish guards. In mid-January 1945 
all bedding and furniture were removed and the theatre and canteen 
closed at Oflag VIIB (Eichstätt), Stalag VIIIC (Sagan), and Stalag 357 
(Fallingbostel), a reprisal that lasted into March and made life very 
uncomfortable, given that the majority of bed-boards had already been 
used to shore up tunnels or for fuel.*® 

The treatment of German POWs, then, played a central role in many 
of the reprisals directed against groups of British prisoners. The reprisal 
with the greatest long-term impact, however, had nothing to do with 
how German prisoners were treated, and was in fact carried out by the 
Gestapo rather than OKW. This was the deliberate murder of fifty of the 
seventy-six officers who had broken out of Stalag Luft III through a 
tunnel in March 1944. The ‘Great Escape’ was the fourth successful 
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mass British breakout in twenty-five months, and fears had been grow- 
ing in high circles that POWs might be making contact with under- 
ground movements and be preparing to lead uprisings. When the news 
reached Hitler that over seventy British airmen were loose in the Reich 
he flew into a rage, and ordered Himmler to execute a suitable number 
of those recaptured as a deterrent to future escapes. These deaths, 
conducted in secret, were officially passed off as the result of officers 
being killed while trying to evade recapture. But once the death toll was 
reported neither the British government nor deeply shocked Kriegies at 
Sagan and elsewhere had any doubt that a deliberate and very bloody 
reprisal had been orchestrated. Five of the surviving recaptured officers, 
including Wings Day, were sent to a Sonderlager. When Jimmy James 
arrived and saw Day he said, ‘Hello, Sir, is this Colditz? He learned that 
in fact they were in a special compound at Sachsenhausen concentration 
camp under SS control.*? 


As well as reprisals, there were rewards. At various junctures the 
German authorities made moves to allow selected groups of prisoners 
various privileges—sometimes in special settings designed for the pur- 
pose—denied in average day-to-day life within regular POW camps. The 
rationale for these rewards tended to be opportunistic rather than altru- 
istic in nature, but for those Kriegies able to take advantage without 
compromising themselves, they were a welcome change from the restric- 
tions and austerities of normal life behind the wire. 

Among the first to be presented with the possibility of better condi- 
tions were the Irish. Members of the IRA in Germany had claimed from 
the start of the war that there would be POWs who, with a little incentive 
and the right propaganda exposure, would agree to fight against Britain 
in the name of a united Ireland. Over the winter of 1940-1 agents of the 
Abwehr made visits to various camps to interview those identified as of 
Irish parentage and, in promising cases, hold out the possibility of 
transfer to a special Lager where there would be more opportunity 
to talk politics as well as greater freedom to soak up German Kultur. 
Often handled clumsily and to the point of farce, these efforts yielded 
little in the way of positive return for the Germans, but did provide 
some Irishmen with a welcome break in routine and an opportunity to 
make mischief. 

Little account seems to have been taken by some of the Germans 
involved that, while there was a strong Anglo-Irish element within the 
commissioned ranks of the British Army, the families concerned were 
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Protestant rather than Catholic. Unbeknownst to the civilian recruiters, 
those few officers who seemed in sympathy with the ideas they were 
putting forward were moles. The officers had been instructed by the 
British camp authorities to find out what the enemy was up to and seek 
to undermine their efforts. About half-a-dozen or so were taken to a 
special ‘holiday’ compound attached to Stalag TIA (Luckenwalde) out- 
side Berlin at the start of May 1941. Once there, H. C. F. Harwood 
explained, he and his fellows ‘got more freedom’ and ‘certain privileges’ 
as part of a softening-up process prior to the full sales pitch. Terence 
Prittie later wrote at greater length on what it was like: 


At Luckenwalde we were given immensely better treatment [than at Tittmon- 
ing]. We lived in three small, perfectly comfortable rooms. There was very much 
more and better food... We were allowed to go out for walks almost every day 
under armed escort, and could go wherever we wanted... Twice a week we were 
allowed into the town for shopping or for visits to the local cinema...In the 
camp itself there was as much beer and wine as we wanted. 


It took about three weeks for the Abwehr to realize that it was they rather 
than their charges who had been hoodwinked. Almost all of the sup- 
posed IRA sympathizers, having been rewarded for false sentiments, 
were sent off to the Straf camp at Thorn.*” 

The situation was little better among the fifty other ranks who had 
been concentrated in a Stalag XXA Arbeitskommando at Friesack. 
Many of them were Liverpool Irish who had told their interrogators 
what they thought they wanted to hear, in hope of gaining more food 
and freedom but without any intention of turning traitor. The few Irish 
officers with them, including the SBO, John McGrath, were double 
agents whom the Abwehr had failed to spot. A delay in the forwarding 
of Red Cross parcels did little to win the men over, and in the end the 
Friesack experiment yielded a paltry number of men whose trustworthi- 
ness and interest in matters other than wine, women, and song were 
seriously open to question. Later efforts to segregate Irish soldiers in a 
‘holiday camp’ atmosphere were undermined by prisoners exchanging 
identities. When attempts were then made to recruit—this time aiming 
to get Irishmen to fight against Russia rather than England—the subjects 
became so incensed at the propaganda they were being fed that they 
were reputed to have burned down their barracks.*! 

Despite the lack of success with Irish POWs, rewarding prisoners in 
advance of anticipated gain was a policy that the German authorities 
continued to pursue. Efforts to convert soldiers to the Axis cause among 
the over 1,000 Indian Army prisoners concentrated at Stalag IVD/Z 
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(Annaberg) in the spring of 1941 and on into 1942 seem to have involved 
the stick rather more than the carrot. A much more seductive approach, 
however, was taken in June 1943 with the setting up of two ‘holiday 
camps’ for British Army personnel, both administered through Stalag 
IIID (Steglity) in the region of Berlin.“ 

Established on the initiative of the Foreign Office rather than military 
intelligence, these camps were set up with a good deal of forethought and 
run with comparative subtlety. Officers and men would be handled 
separately, groups of each being sent respectively to a converted villa at 
Zehlendorf (eventually replaced by Schloss Steinberg in Bavaria) and a 
former grain warehouse at Steglitz (later moved to huts at Genshagen), 
on the pretence of offering several weeks of relief for long-term Kriegies 
from the normal privations and restrictions of POW life in Germany. 
Prisoners would be allowed greater freedom of movement and access to 
more recreational facilities, and exposure to German propaganda would 
be mostly of a rather indirect variety. Depending on their responses to all 
this, Kriegies would either be returned to their previous camps after 
several weeks of ‘holiday’ or examined more closely with the aim of 
recruiting for propaganda or espionage purposes and a new SS unit 
dubbed the British Free Corps. 

Those sent to the holiday camps were generally happy with what they 
encountered, not least with respect to rations. RASC driver R. S. Ker- 
ridge, who was sent to the other-ranks camp from a Stalag XXB (Mar- 
ienburg) working party, recalled a variety of other welcome privileges. If 
there had been a bombing raid on Berlin the night before, inmates were 
allowed to sleep in until ten o’clock in the morning. Visits were arranged 
to tourist sites such as the Olympic Stadium and Potsdam, and in camp 
the music and theatre facilities were of a superior variety. “There was 
plenty of recreation at the camp,’ he added, ‘and if we wanted to go for a 
walk we only had to ask a guard and he had to take us.’ If anything, 
conditions were even more pleasant for officers in the ‘country house’ 
setting at Schloss Steinberg, where there were special concerts, magnifi- 
cent views, a swimming pool, and plenty of opportunity to go for 
rambling walks. ‘Some of the sick, very worn prisoners,’ Brigadier 
George Clifton, a New Zealander who spent time there in September 
1944, later wrote, ‘especially those who went into the bag so early in 
Norway and France, benefited very much from their month or six weeks’ 
complete change of air, scenery and conditions.’** 

The Reich Foreign Office had chosen both the regime and the staff 
(both German and British) for these camps with great care. Once again, 
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however, it was the captives rather than the captors who were doing 
much of the outfoxing. The suborning of officers was made unlikely by 
the British insistence that the SBO rather than the Germans chose who 
did and did not get to go to Steinberg. Even though the Foreign Office 
representatives apparently tried on occasion to get round this, the fact 
remained that no officer there ever switched sides. As for the other ranks, 
the NCO the Germans had chosen to help run the camp at Genshagen 
turned out to be a double agent. Though BQSM John Brown was 
outwardly very much a Nazi sympathizer—he was considered a traitor 
by many of his fellow Kriegies at the time—he not only feathered his own 
nest but also improved the material conditions of those who passed 
through the camp, while undermining recruiting efforts for the British 
Free Corps to the point of complete failure.** 

Holiday camps probably made those who passed through them some- 
what less ill-disposed toward the Third Reich than they might otherwise 
have been. Lieutenant Stewart Walker, who would shortly be transferred 
to Colditz, was disconcerted to discover at Steinberg in May 1944 that 
the majority of his fellow prisoners, especially the senior officers, thought 
it wrong to try and make a break from this scenic idyll, and con- 
demned—though without betraying plans to the enemy—those who 
tried. (‘By Jove, chaps, bad show, this, play the game, you cads, not 
bad fellows these Germans!’) Nevertheless, assuming that traitorous 
behaviour rather than a slightly more benevolent attitude was the desired 
object, actually rewarding prisoners without a quid pro quo clearly did 
not work very well for the Germans, especially when British counter- 
measures were in play. The real beneficiaries of the holiday-camp idea 
were the prisoners lucky enough to be sent to them.*” 

Attempts to incite divisions between prisoners from Britain and those 
from other Commonwealth countries by rewarding certain nationalities 
but not others were also unsuccessful. ‘The Germans are unchaining the 
Australians and have issued us with passes stating we are “‘Nicht zue [stic] 
fesseln” [not to be shackled]’, Sergeant Raymond Ryan noted in his 
Lamsdorf diary in early 1943. ‘By unanimous vote all the Australians 
have decided to hand all the non-chained passes back to the Germans and 
tell them we do not wish for preferential treatment...’ Threatened with 
additional reprisals unless they accepted their good fortune, the Aussies 
gave in and accepted the passes. But they had made it quite clear that they 
would not allow Commonwealth unity to be undermined by the enemy.*° 

Canadians proved to be equally obdurate. In February 1944, in the 
wake of positive reports on the conditions among German POWs in 
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Canada, the Führer issued orders that Canadian prisoners were to be 
allowed special privileges. Canadian aircrew NCOs would be segregated 
in superior huts, while Canadian soldiers would get to work exclusively 
on farms and be concentrated at Stalag IID (Stargard), where temporary 
inmates and permanent staff would enjoy better rations and more free- 
doms than in regular camps. Canadian officers, meanwhile, would enjoy 
a substantial increase in their mail privileges and parole walks. Ottawa 
immediately recognized that the real intent was to divide rather than to 
reward, and lodged a protest through the Protecting Power. In the 
meantime, however, it fell to the prisoners themselves to decide how 
best to respond. 

At Marlag (O), the senior Canadian naval officer approached the SBO 
for advice. ‘I told him that as a general principle I considered that 
officers were justified in accepting any specific privilege offered to 
them,’ Captain Wilson recorded in his dairy, ‘always assuming that 
it did not react adversely on the rest, but in this case they must act as 
they thought best.’ Wilson was nevertheless glad when the prisoners 
concerned decided to reject what was on offer. ‘In a right and generous 
spirit the Canadians refused all concessions that were not given to all in 
the Camp.’ Canadian army officers at Eichstätt reached a similar con- 
sensus, aircrew NCOs spurned temptation—‘they couldn’t understand 
why we wouldn’t take preferential treatment’, Ross Elford recalled of the 
response at Stalag Luft VI—and soldiers refused to make themselves 
pawns to meet enemy objectives. “This offer was turned down flatly by 
the Canadian representative’, Robert Prouse, held at Stalag IVB (Miuhl- 
berg), recalled. Angered by this ingratitude, the authorities in some 
camps insisted on segregating the Canadians and giving them more 
mail and parcels than anyone else. A clear and unambiguous message 
nevertheless had been sent to those hoping to encourage rifts within the 
POW community.“ 

The one body of Kriegies from whom nothing was expected in return 
for better treatment was the seriously sick and wounded. By the summer 
of 1943, with the tide of war turning, the numbers of POWs respectively 
in British and German hands was much closer than it had been almost 
two years earlier when the first repatriation scheme had broken down. 
With the resolution of the shackling crisis coming into sight, a new effort 
to organize an exchange of about 4,000 British grands blessés and medical 
and other protected personnel took hold. Mixed medical commissions of 
German and Swiss doctors toured the camps to identify worthy cases, 
and this time those sent out on hospital trains to the Danzig area did not 
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have their hopes dashed. In mid-October 1943 they boarded ships 
bound for Gothenburg in Sweden, whence they were transhipped to 
other vessels bound for Liverpool. This was followed by a second repat- 
riation exchange in May 1944 conducted through Barcelona, and then a 
third via Gothenburg in September of the same year involving over 1,500 
Allied POW cases. The final large-scale Anglo-German exchange, which 
involved the 2,500 men concerned being sent to Switzerland, occurred 
in early 1945. Technically the beneficiaries were just being treated in 
accordance with the Geneva Convention, but for most it had taken an 
unconscionably long time to happen, and seemed more in the nature of a 
reward than a right. Those still behind wire did not begrudge amputees 
and madmen the opportunity, yet understandably felt the odd pang of 
jealousy. ‘It gave me a queer sensation to watch this party leave’, Philip 
Kindersley reflected, on waving off repatriates from Oflag 79 in Septem- 
ber 1944. “They were walking away to home and freedom, while we 
stayed the other side of the wire like a lot of caged animals. In a way it 
hurt, but on the other hand everyone was delighted that these people 
who had suffered so much should be going home at last.’”*° 


As in other spheres, being at Colditz as against other camps proved to be 
a mixed blessing with respect to reprisals and rewards. On the one hand 
there were more Kommandantur-imposed sanctions than in other places 
and far less likelihood of being granted rights and special privileges. On 
the other, the men of Oflag IVC were not subject to some of the major 
state-level retaliatory actions imposed elsewhere. 

Given the high level of goon-baiting and escape-related activity at 
Colditz, it was not surprising that Lager officers found themselves 
responding with a large number of disciplinary punishments—i.e. 
awarding time in cells for troublesome inmates. Billie Stephens was 
pleasantly surprised to get only ten days in solitary for the escape that 
landed him in the castle in September 1942 (‘really an extremely light 
sentence’), though as elsewhere the Germans exceeded the twenty- 
eight-day limit set by the Geneva Convention by holding men for a 
week or more ‘pending investigation’ before sentencing them. Eventu- 
ally the waiting list for cell-time in the castle led to the use of the jail in 
the town below to accommodate the overflow. There was also no short- 
age of fines for damage to German property or of courts martial for 
insulting remarks and indiscipline—Peter Tunstall alone was sent to 
Leipzig for trial no less than three times. Though not always announced 
as such, reprisal action also took the form of shutting off the hot water 
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supply and halting access to the chapel, theatre, and the sports-ground 
below the walls.*° 

Yet prisoners were usually guilty of the offences for which they were 
being individually disciplined or tried (albeit that collective reprisals 
were inherently unfair and banned by the Convention). Thanks to the 
Bar talents of Lieutenant A. R. ‘Black’ Campbell, furthermore, court 
martial verdicts might still go in favour of the accused. More import- 
antly, there was less overt vindictiveness on the part of the Germans at 
Colditz than elsewhere. 

When the initial group of British prisoners had been sent to the 
Schloss in November 1940 the first three to arrive—all, as it happened, 
Canadian airmen from Spangenberg—were told by their new guards 
that they would be shot at dawn. It turned out, however, after the three 
had been marched out at daybreak and lined up against a wall, that this 
was only a goon prank—they were in fact being given exercise—rather 
than a terminal reprisal for escaping. The joke was undoubtedly in rather 
questionable taste; nor did it in any way reflect the high degree of 
correctness, restraint, and personal discipline displayed by most 
members of the castle garrison for the majority of the time. It was true 
that Stabsfeldwebel ‘Mussolini’ Gephard, the senior NCO at Oflag IVC, 
on one occasion attacked a cheeky British orderly with his ceremonial 
sword while drunk in March 1941. This, however, was an isolated case, 
in which damage was done to beds and furniture but nobody was hurt. 
Tins in Red Cross parcels were punctured and their contents turned out 
as a security measure, to be sure; but this was done in front of the 
recipient in the parcels office, without any mixing or deliberate spoiling 
of items.”° 

It was also true that shots were fired at various moments of upheaval 
and confusion when the riot squad was called into the courtyard, or an 
escape was under way and suddenly discovered. In the one case where a 
prisoner was wounded from shots fired in the courtyard, however, the 
firing was accidental. The guards let fly that day in the summer of 1942 
because, as they brought their rifles to the present position, the cacoph- 
ony was so loud that it was assumed the NCO in charge—who was 
speaking at the same moment—had shouted ‘Feuer!’ when in fact the 
prisoners had been shouting ‘higher!’ Similarly, in the famous ‘Franz 
Josef’? escape attempt one night in September 1943, Mike Sinclair, 
dressed as a German NCO, had been wounded because he refused to 
put his hands up. He was still trying to pass himself off as the genuine 
article, and in the darkness seemed to a panicky and rather confused 
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Obergefreiter to be about to snatch something from his holster. ‘Big 
Bum’ Pilz, who was too worked up to realize that it was extremely 
unlikely that a British officer in a fake uniform would have a pistol 
about his person, panicked and fired his own weapon before his oppon- 
ent could draw. Sinclair was shot dead after climbing over the wire in the 
exercise park one year later, but not in cold blood: ‘Sentries cried 
“Halt” ’, Hauptmann Eggers recorded. ‘He did not stop. So shooting 
started.’ Missed several times as he continued to dash away from the 
park, Sinclair was finally hit by a bullet that most unluckily ricocheted off 
an elbow directly into his heart.”! 

The presence of the Prominente in particular and the maximum- 
security Sonderlager status of the castle in general meant that both 
Berlin and London took a keen interest in what happened at Oflag 
IVC. Successive commandants and their staff officers were therefore 
under scrutiny, OKW exerting pressure on the camp administration to 
prevent escapes and avoid incidents between captives and captors that 
might have wider repercussions than elsewhere. Though some of the 
German officers at Colditz favoured aggressive retaliatory action in cases 
of mass indiscipline, Hauptmann Eggers, with the support of Haupt- 
mann Püpke, successfully argued that resorting to violence would be 
playing into the enemy’s hands. He himself was not above making dire 
threats. While trying to find out where the entrance to a tunnel lay, for 
example, Eggers was faced with two British prisoners known to be 
involved who refused to divulge any information. He tried to intimidate 
the two officers by having them lined up against a wall in front of a mock 
firing squad. But as one of the two officers put it: ‘he wasn’t fierce 
enough [to make the threat credible]; none of them were.’?” 

A desire on the part of OKW to avoid potentially embarrassing inci- 
dents at Colditz also meant that tit-for-tat reprisals were apparently 
applied only once to the British and Commonwealth prisoners held 
there. In the summer of 1942 the amount of outgoing mail was cut 
down because of complaints about the length of time it was taking for 
mail from German POWs in Canada to reach the Reich. Oflag IVC was 
conspicuous by its absence, however, from the list of camps where 
prisoners were tied up, handcuffed, and shackled in 1942-3, and was 
not subject to any of the later OKW reprisals.”* 

This is not to suggest that the men of Colditz were entirely insulated 
from vindictive individual acts or reprisal decisions taken at senior levels 
outside the walls. They had all come from other camps, and some had 
experience of how vicious certain members of the Herrenvolk could be if 
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sufficiently enraged. Peter Storie-Pugh, a lieutenant of the West Kents, 
was recaptured in late December 1940, after a successful breakout that 
would shortly land him in Oflag IVC. In a truck sent to fetch him back to 
his original oflag, Storie-Pugh was held down and bayoneted through his 
cheeks by guards enraged at having their Christmas cheer interrupted. 
And while comparatively safe once inside the castle itself, prisoners 
who broke out in the latter part of the war were subject to the same 
risk of mortal reprisal as other escapees. It is likely that the Canadian 
officer Bill Millar, the last man to make a successful break from the camp 
(in January 1944), was quietly murdered by the SS. ‘One always 
thought that that happened or could happen,’ Hugo Ironside com- 
mented, ‘and one was surprised it didn’t happen more often, to 
be honest.’ 

There was also growing concern among the ‘bad boys’ of Colditz that 
they would be shot before they could be liberated. ‘It was a Sonderlager, 
the Special Camp,’ wrote David Walker, ‘...and if the enemy, desperate 
in defeat, should seek a target among prison camps, Colditz was the 
obvious bulls-eye.’ As de facto hostages the Prominente were particularly 
worried. As Dawyck Haig recalled, he and his fellows all ‘knew that we 
weren’t there for nothing and our continued residence on the planet was 
not necessarily guaranteed’. That no killing in fact occurred was due in 
part to a fear of Allied retribution by the SS general in charge of prisoner 
affairs and, more specifically, the fate of the Prominente during the final 
stages of the war, Gottlob Berger. It was also due to the recognition on 
the part of the prisoners themselves that the Wehrmacht at Colditz were 
much less likely to engage in wholesale slaughter than the SS or other 
security forces of the Reich. Hence the efforts of Colonel Tod, first to 
prevent the move of the Prominente and then of the entire camp popula- 
tion in April 1945. In the former case he failed, but in the latter he 
was successful. It had simply become much safer to be inside Colditz 
than out.” 

In terms of avoiding high-level reprisals, being inside the walls of Oflag 
IVC had its advantages. The inmates of Colditz, to be sure, never had 
the opportunity of spending time at a ‘holiday camp’—the security risks 
alone were too great—and neither the Canadians nor any other nation- 
ality were offered special privileges as a reward for the treatment of 
German POWs. Camp rewards usually came only as the result of a 
promise not to escape, as when twenty-five officers gave their parole in 
order to be allowed to play football on some flat ground below the castle 
walls in the summer of 1942.°° What was more, the inhabitants strongly 
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suspected that they were discriminated against in connection with the 
repatriation of grands blessés. 

There was certainly evidence to support this belief. In July 1942 the 
names of five officers had been put forward for examination by a mixed 
medical commission by the senior British MO at Colditz, but of these 
only two were allowed to travel outside the castle to where the commis- 
sion was then working in October. In June 1943 Flight Lieutenant Dan 
Hallifax, whose face was badly burned when he was shot down, had been 
allowed to visit the commission and had been passed as eligible for 
repatriation. Despite protests, however, the authorities would not let 
Hallifax take part in the 1943 or the subsequent repatriation, on the 
grounds that he was a security risk. Hallifax was not alone. When the 
mixed medical commission was finally permitted to pay a visit to Colditz 
itself on 6 May 1944, it was announced that of the twenty-nine names 
put forward by the British for examination, six were not to be allowed 
the chance to make their case for repatriation before its members. With 
the overt support of the SBO and the rest of the prisoners, the remaining 
twenty-three refused to come forward to meet with the commission. 
Despite the riot squad being called in and much haranguing from 
Eggers, the milling mass of Kriegies in the courtyard would not give 
way. The Swiss members of the commission, suspicious as to why the 
first cases were not being brought to them in the Kommandantur section 
of the castle, asked to speak to Colonel Tod. Apprised of the situation by 
the SBO, the Swiss doctors demanded an explanation. The command- 
ant agreed to phone Berlin, and OKW finally agreed that all twenty-nine 
cases could be examined. Over a dozen were passed at this point, and 
more after a group was sent for examination elsewhere in October 1944. 
At Oflag IVC, however, being passed by the commission did not guar- 
antee a place in an exchange. Though Hallifax and four others finally 
went home in January 1945 after more pressure from Tod, a few inhabit- 
ants who were supposed to be exchanged remained in the Sonderlager 
until the end of the war because of security and other concerns.”’ 

The difficulties surrounding repatriation from Colditz should, how- 
ever, be kept in perspective. Almost all of the prisoners at Colditz had 
made escape attempts and—with the obvious exception of the irrepress- 
ible Douglas Bader—were not missing limbs or otherwise physically 
incapacitated. In other words, Oflag IVC was not the sort of camp 
where those with encumbering serious wounds to the body sustained 
in battle were to be found. Mental problems could and did develop 
inside the walls, as did internal sicknesses such as tuberculosis. Yet 
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given the proclivity for breakout attempts among the inmates, the 
Germans were understandably cautious about allowing those who 
might be working their ticket home through faking illness—whether 
physical or mental—to make their case in front of a mixed medical 
commission. Three men were unjustifiably held back entirely from 
going home even after they had been passed for repatriation, and even 
allowing for the small size of the Colditz contingent relative to other 
camps and the POW population as a whole, German foot-dragging 
meant that officers who might have gone home in the autumn of 1943 
or spring of 1944 lost out. The percentage of those from Colditz who did 
get to Britain in late 1944 and early 1945, however, was comparable to 
the overall percentage of Allied personnel exchanged.® 

In overall terms, the inmates of Oflag IVC were not so badly off in 
relation to reprisals, if not rewards. And as we shall see, they also had the 
opportunity to interact in a stimulating fashion with a variety of foreign 
nationals. 
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Belligerents shall as far as possible avoid bringing together in the 
same camp prisoners of different races or nationalities. 


(from Article 9, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Prisoners of war...shall also have the right to communicate with 
the representatives of the protecting Powers in order to draw their 
attention to the points on which they have complaints to make 
with regard to the conditions of captivity. 


(from Article 42, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


The Geneva Convention indicated that prisoners from different coun- 
tries were to be housed in different locations. Yet as one new arrival put 
it, Oflag IVC was ‘desperately international!’ Along with prisoners from 
the British Isles, Commonwealth, and Empire, there were at various 
times contingents from Poland, France, the Netherlands, and Belgium, 
plus a handful of Americans and the occasional Yugoslav officer inhabit- 
ing the castle. ‘Colditz was the only camp of this kind in Germany’, Pat 
Reid proudly explained in The Colditz Story, a true community of nations 
solidly allied. In point of fact there were many other camps where British 
POWs interacted with their counterparts from other nations, and while 
these did not include some of the other contingents in the castle, the 
‘society of the tower’ in its turn had much more limited contact with 
certain types of foreigner. The British in Oflag IVC, furthermore, were 
not always as internationalist in outlook as legend suggests. ! 


Though many smaller camps contained prisoners of only one national- 
ity, there were places other than Colditz where POWs from more than 
one country were housed in the same location. There were also camps 
that contained various nationalities in different but adjacent com- 
pounds, where in some cases prisoners from different parts of the Lager 
were allowed to mix during daylight hours. This was especially true of 
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very large camps such as Lamsdorf and Wolfsberg. Commonwealth and 
many Empire prisoners were considered for administrative purposes to 
be British, and therefore normally placed in the same compounds as 
Kriegies from the United Kingdom. In the middle war years US aircrew 
and naval officers in particular might also be housed with their British 
counterparts until their numbers might justify a separate American 
compound. Prisoners of war from other European countries were en- 
countered at various times and in various locations, while the sheer 
number of captured Soviet troops meant that it was almost impossible 
for any British prisoner not to have some exposure to their unhappy fate. 
Those on working parties might also bear witness to the treatment of 
slave workers and concentration camp inmates. All this contact pro- 
duced a wide range of opinions. 

Numerical odds meant that among the Allied prisoners taken in the 
first year of the war it was the French—over a million taken into captiv- 
ity—with whom British prisoners most often came in contact. To many 
Kriegies ‘the frogs’ were a thoroughly bad lot, a combination of selfish- 
ness and complacency. As early as June 1940 at Oflag IXA/H it was 
noted that French officers captured in the Saar refused to share the 
parcels they were still receiving at a time when no parcels were arriving 
from Britain. The evacuation from Dunkirk, the French armistice with 
Germany, and the British sinking of the French fleet made matters much 
worse, each side accusing the other of letting down the Allied cause, 
while the British suspected that French POWs were being rewarded for 
surrendering with ease. At Stalag XXA (Thorn) the cheering by French- 
men that greeted news of the armistice so incensed British prisoners that 
they broke ranks and started throwing punches—‘although in all honesty 
we were so weak that we couldn’t have broken the skin of a rice pud- 
ding’, one participant admitted. “They were well housed in proper 
barracks, enjoyed reasonable rations, were allowed wine and had cigar- 
ettes’, Donald Edgar wrote of conditions in a French oflag through 
which British other ranks were passed later in 1940. Mutual hostility 
was often palpable, and relations had clearly not improved when another 
group of British soldiers passed through another French-run camp in the 
spring of 1941: 


We were marched straight to the ‘transit? camp [remembered John Lawrence], 
already inhabited by French POWs, who, as always, resented we British coming 
into the place which they had reorganised most comfortably for themselves. 
About 100 of them had had to leave their barracks and move in with their 
colleagues in the other huts. As they had more space per man in their huts 
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than we had between five in previous camps, I was not too sympathetic, and 
when we entered our new homes, my sympathy vanished completely. They had 
smashed up all the benches and tables, overturned the stoves, and strewn straw 
from the palliases over the floor, while, in the lavatories, they had smeared 
excreta over the walls and seats. Vive la France!” 


Not all encounters were so negative. Guy Morgan, recalling his 
arrival in Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch Triibau) in January 1944, had a much 
more favourable—if still somewhat chauvinistic—impression of the 
previous occupants: “The French officers who had occupied the camp 
for two or three years had left little evidence of their tenure. In fact, 
except for Gallic inscriptions on the lavatory walls and a faded German 
standing order in the main entrance hall forbidding “‘the separation of 
the hind legs of living frogs,” we might have been the Oflag’s first 
tenants.’ Victor West remembered that on arrival at Mühlberg from 
Greece in August 1941 the Frenchmen who ran the camp ‘gave us a 
grand reception, good soup, mass gifts of biscuits, and a feeling of 
solidarity’.? 

But there remained a feeling in many quarters that these erstwhile 
allies had been irretrievably corrupted by defeat. ‘We didn’t like [the 
privileges apparently enjoyed by French prisoners], John Greenwood 
explained in an interview concerning his experience at Stalag IVB in 
1943-4, ‘we didn’t have a lot to do with the French...we didn’t get 
along with them.’ Shortages of food and fuel in 1945 only accentuated 
suspicion and hostility. “The French, with very few exceptions, were 
bastards’, RAF pilot Stephen Johnson wrote concerning Anglo-French 
relations in Stalag IIA (Luckenwalde), going on to assert that the 
French had enjoyed ‘extremely soft billets’ for a very long time yet 
refused to share food when shortages occurred.* 

Contact with the French was nevertheless sporadic throughout most 
of the war, and out of sight usually meant out of mind. The same could 
not be said of the several million Red Army captives who appeared in 
neighbouring compounds from late 1941 onward. From the RAF pris- 
oners at Barth up near the Baltic in Pomerania to the Commonwealth 
POWs down at Wolfsberg in southern Austria, from the men at Lams- 
dorf in Silesia as far westward as the officers at Warburg in Westphalia, 
British Kriegies probably saw more citizens of the Soviet Union than 
prisoners from any other single nation.” 

Regarded as subhuman by their captors, prisoners from the USSR 
were treated with appalling brutality. By the time a million and more 
men who survived the journey were herded into compounds inside the 
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Third Reich, several million others had already died in the east or in 
transit, from a combination of starvation, exposure, and disease. Those 
who made it were ambulatory skeletons, dressed in brown rags that had 
once been uniforms, and most were dying by inches. Soviet POWs did 
not get Red Cross parcels and German rations were below subsistence 
level, to the point where there were constant rumours of cannibalism. A 
recaptured British escapee accidentally sent into a compound for Soviet 
prisoners, where there was no medical treatment, massive overcrowding, 
and survival was a matter of every man for himself, succinctly described 
the place as ‘Hell’. Graham Palmer was extremely lucky to have been 
recognized as British by a man in an adjacent compound after a few 
months and sent back to the comparatively civilized world of the British 
compounds at Stalag VIIIB—but there were Red Army survivors at 
Lamsdorf too, in an adjacent compound. ‘It was not uncommon to see 
a Russian drop dead from sheer hunger and exhaustion’, Raymond Ryan 
remembered. Typhus outbreaks in 1941-2 raised the death toll even 
further. “They were very, very badly treated,’ Hugo Bracken recalled of 
the Soviet prisoners held in a Lager near Oflag VIB in 1942. “Terrible. 
They died like flies.” Even in subsequent years, when efforts were made 
to use Red Army prisoners as slave labour, conditions remained appal- 
lingly bad. ‘When it came to being prisoners,’ Ed Annetts reflected in 
reference to what he observed of life in a Soviet labour camp near his 
Arbeitskommando in 1943, ‘the Russians were in a completely different 
league to us... They were treated by the Germans as inferior beings, 
who merited less consideration than the slaves of old, to be used at will, 
an expendable commodity. Whose departure from this mortal coil was of 
less consequence than the death of a louse.”° 

The initial British reaction to the appearance of, and enemy behaviour 
toward, Red Army prisoners was outrage. ‘I was utterly appalled that 
such terrible conditions existed, and found it difficult to believe that a 
so-called civilized nation could stoop to treat other fellow human beings 
with such degradation’, Percy Carruthers recalled after seeing Russians 
at Stalag VIIA (Moosburg). ‘One would never have treated vermin 
in this way’, a furious George Moreton wrote of how the guards 
behaved towards the Russians at Stalag VIIIB (Lamsdorf). Protests 
were lodged with camp authorities here and elsewhere, and in several 
camps efforts were made to pass on German rations or even portions of 
Red Cross parcels to men who were clearly in extreme need of nourish- 
ment.’ In most cases, either because they were concerned about security 
or simply did not care whether Soviet captives lived or died, the German 
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authorities refused to allow an orderly compound-to-compound trans- 
fer. That left the option of smuggling food or throwing bread and other 
items over the wire. Such acts of kindness were common (especially at 
first) in a variety of camps, but sometimes became problematic for those 
involved. 

At Lamsdorf and Mühlberg shots were fired when Kriegies tried to 
toss cigarettes and food to their new neighbours. There and elsewhere 
there was also the shock of seeing what happened when items landed on 
the other side of fences. ‘One day,’ Frank Taylor wrote of his time in the 
RAF compound at Stalag VIIIB, ‘we threw some cigarettes over the wire 
to the “Russkies” and were appalled to see ill-clad soldiers, garbed in 
tattered green uniforms, stuff the fags into their mouths and ravenously 
devour them.’ It was the same in other camps. ‘We threw some small 
loaves of bread over the wire to them [at Moosburg] and watched them 
fight like wild beasts to get a few crusts’, Sandy St Clair remembered. 
“To see human beings in that state, fighting each other’, an observer at 
Lamsdorf noted, was a harrowing reminder of what starving men could 
be reduced to. The same sort of thing happened when the Germans 
passed in their meagre rations, and though conditions slightly improved 
in the latter part of the war there were still nasty sights. Moved to Stalag 
357 (Fallingbostel) in the summer of 1944, Australian pilot Calton 
Younger was horrified to see a skeletal Red Army work party outside 
the wire suddenly catch sight of a pile of empty tins from Red Cross 
parcels and, despite being beaten by guards, break ranks and rush over. 
‘(T]he Russians fell upon their knees before the dump, as if the mound 
of old tins housed a god. Their crab-fingers and cat-licking tongues 
winkled out every smear of food.’ It was all too obvious, furthermore, 
that what was being transferred by British Kriegies was not going to be 
enough to keep men who looked like ‘walking broomsticks’ alive. ‘It 
used to distress us that there was so little we could so about it’, Charles 
Irwin commented on the wretched conditions of Soviet POWs at Oflag 
VIB. ‘You could only smell death’, Wilfred Hart remembered of the 
Russian compound at Miihlberg.® 

‘In such an atmosphere, with all this savage barbarism going on a few 
yards away from us,’ Donald Edgar reflected on the situation at Lams- 
dorf in 1942, ‘it was difficult for anyone with a shred of humanity, let 
alone sensitivity, not to be profoundly depressed.’ What was happening 
to Soviet prisoners was a nasty reminder of what life had been like 
initially for men of the BEF, and might be again without Red Cross 
parcels and the protection of the Geneva Convention. Too often for 
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comfort the long-term reaction was to begin to loathe their presence. ‘It 
was easier to pretend they were not there,’ T. D. Calnan wrote of the 
emaciated Russians who worked at Stalag Luft III, ‘much as one crosses 
the street to avoid a beggar.’ Derek Thrower noted that at Stalag Luft I, 
despite efforts to help, the psychological burden of seeing Red Army 
prisoners held in the recreation field was very great. ‘It was almost with a 
sense of relief that we woke one morning to find that they had gone.’ 
When Russian prisoners were first observed at Warburg in December 
194I there was a whip-round for soap and cigarettes to pass over to 
Britain’s new allies. Soon, however, worried about the spread of typhus, 
the SBO at Warburg insisted to the commandant that a party of Russians 
being held in the reception area of the camp in 1942 be moved. “They 
departed two days later much to everyone’s relief,’ R. G. M. Quarrie 
noted, ‘and at the time we really didn’t give a damn what had happened 
to them.’ Callousness might manifest itself in other ways. According to 
Ian Ramsay, some of his fellows at Wolfsberg ‘couldn’t care less for 
Russians’, viewed their passing with indifference, and thought it only a 
mild curiosity that, when the arrival of Red Cross parcels allowed British 
prisoners to dispense with the gritty grey-green German-issue soap and 
pass it along to their neighbours, the Red Army men concerned were so 
starved that they immediately ate the bars for their tallow content. A very 
small percentage of British prisoners actually began to bait the terrible- 
looking Soviet POWs, derisively laughing at the animalistic scramble 
that occurred when an empty bully beef tin was tossed across the wire. ‘It 
was not good to look at the Russians’, Geoff Taylor, incarcerated at 
Stalag IVB, admitted.” 

Sometimes rather more humane instincts prevailed. On a Lamsdorf 
sawmill Arbeitskommando in the winter of 1942-3 British prisoners not 
only smuggled Red Cross food to their Soviet counterparts but also 
made it clear that they would not tolerate beatings. A guard engaged in 
flogging one of the Russians, Roland Gant noted, ‘seemed quite non- 
plussed when every Englishman in sight stopped work and came running 
up, shouting and threatening to have him hanged after the war was over’. 
A party of South Africans arriving in Lamsdorf late in 1943 from Italy 
were briefly billeted in one of the Soviet huts. Observing their pitiful 
condition, the Afrikaners, as yet unregistered, decided to adopt as many 
Soviet prisoners as they could by passing on bits of their own clothing. 
Though the task of selecting men who could pass as South African in 
appearance from hundreds of desperate men was a heartbreaking task, 
this selfless action apparently saved twenty Russian lives. ‘Collections 
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were organized whenever Red Cross parcels were issued [at Moosburg 
between 1943 and 1945],’ Derek Bond noted, ‘and I am proud to say that 
every syndicate contributed generously, although we had so little to 
spare.’!° 

At the other end of the scale in material terms were the Americans. 
Shot-down Eagle Squadron pilots had been sent to RAF compounds in 
1941-2, but it was not until 1943-4 that captured American servicemen 
began to arrive in Germany in significant numbers, often mixing with 
British prisoners in transit and (until there were enough to justify separ- 
ation) in the Stalag Luft system. Inevitably a certain amount of national 
stereotyping occurred, based on preconceived ideas about Americans as 
well as observed behaviour. To the more reserved, stiff-upper-lip types it 
seemed that the Yanks—‘full of enthusiasm and exuberance’, as a rather 
more sympathetic RAF officer put it—complained too much about the 
level of deprivation they encountered as Kriegies, while exhibiting 
worrying signs of material waste and both moral and physical laziness. 
‘They looked like a defeated army’, one Guards officer disdainfully 
noted of the casual way in which American prisoners at Moosburg 
approached matters of dress and deportment in comparison to the 
British. “They were easy going and much less disciplined than the British 
airmen’, Andrew Cox noted of USAAF non-commissioned officers at 
Heydekrug. ‘An empty food tin was more likely to hit the floor and be 
kicked under the bed than be put in a garbage can.’ 


It was quite a contrast to compare [the British and American compounds] on a 
cold winter’s day. In the British compound hundreds of men could be seen 
walking around the camp, beating a path in the snow, their breath forming a 
misty cloud around their heads as they stepped out vigorously to get the benefit of 
some exercise. In the American compound the only noticeable movement was the 
smoke curling from the chimneys; not one footprint could be seen in the snow. 


“They all spit’, an irritated Geoffrey Willatt noted in his Sagan journal in 
October 1944, going on to describe those Americans he had met as ‘very 
noisy’ and ‘immature’. At Stalag IVB the SBO took great exception to a 
colonel from the Deep South calling the Maori officer running the Red 
Cross parcel store a ‘godammed Nigger!’, and at Fallingbostel towards 
the end of the war there was what one British soldier described as ‘nearly 
an international incident’ when American POWs refused to share their 
US Red Cross parcels at a time when no others were arriving. ! 
Anglo-American friction, though, should not be overemphasized. 
American servicemen usually did their best to be friendly, and—aside 
from a rather crusty older element—their British counterparts quickly 
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disabused themselves of most of their Hollywood-fed assumptions. 
“There were differences of opinion, of course,’ Ron Mackenzie explained 
of non-commissioned British and USAAF aircrew at Stalag Luft III, ‘but 
there were very few problems and an enormous benefit to both groups: 
new points of view to disagree with, new stories to hear, new jokes, a new 
language, and new games.’ The situation was similar among air force 
officers, notably in the North Compound at Sagan where both groups 
helped to dig the tunnel (one of three) that, many months after the 
Americans had been transferred to their own compound, British and 
Commonwealth airmen would use in what became known as the Great 
Escape. ‘We got on very, very well with the Americans’, Hugo Bracken 
commented. Attempts to exploit Anglo-American differences by the 
Germans were always rebuffed, and at Barth relations between senior 
RAF and American officers were close enough to allow USAAF Colonel 
Hubert Zemke to assume overall command of the Kriegie population as 
Senior Allied Officer in 1944.'7 

As a general rule relations with prisoners from the Commonwealth 
and Empire were also quite amicable. Australians, Canadians, New 
Zealanders, and South Africans serving in their own forces were nor- 
mally placed in the same compounds as the British servicemen with 
whom they had been captured, and, as indicated in the previous chapter, 
occasional enemy efforts to undermine British Commonwealth solidar- 
ity through selective rewards met with no real success. As with the Scots, 
Welsh, and Irish, there was a tendency in some camps for Kriegies from 
the same region and background to band together in the same huts and 
combines, and there was occasional grousing about cliquish behaviour. 
Some of the Canadian soldiers captured at Dieppe, furthermore, appar- 
ently maintained a grudge against British prisoners at Lamsdorf who had 
fleeced them in trading when they had first arrived and were desperately 
short of food and cigarettes. But on the whole there were few real 
complaints about men who had volunteered to fight alongside Britain 
in the common cause. 1? 

There were also a few groups where national or racial stereotyping 
generated a certain amount of mutual hostility. Differences in language 
and working habits sometimes meant that South African prisoners of 
Dutch extraction were viewed with suspicion. The trading acumen of 
some Cypriots and Palestinians might conjure up ‘swarthy Levantine’ 
imagery, and Indian POWs could be seen as lesser mortals than white- 
skinned soldiers of the King. Open conflict was rare, but fights did 
sometimes occur. 
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Edward Ward, a journalist, noted the development of a gulf between 
Afrikaner prisoners and the rest at Oflag XIIA (Hadamar). ‘We had a 
majority of South Africans there,’ he later wrote: 


many of whom naturally talked to each other in their own language, Afrikaans. 
This, quite unreasonably, irritated many other P.O.W.s who, the longer they 
remained in the bag, became increasingly unreasonable. But it had the effect, 
broadly speaking, of splitting the camp into two factions, South African and 
non-South African. The South African members of the camp certainly tended to 
stick together rather on their own in a way which Australians and New Zealan- 
ders never did. 


There was also a sense among other ranks on some working parties that 
the Boers were more co-operative with the enemy than they ought to 
have been. “This was something that created a tremendous amount of 
bad feeling,’ Bernard Piddleston remembered of a sugar-beet factory 
Arbeitskommando administered from Stalag VIIIC, ‘because they 
would work like stevedores for the Germans.’!* 

There was also residual resentment towards Cypriots who, because 
they could speak Greek, had been able to converse with civilians outside 
the wire at Suda Bay and Salonika and engage in lucrative trade. In 
conditions of privation this led to envy and the suspicion that the 
Cypriots were cheating their fellow inmates when acting as go-betweens. 
‘Most of the selling was done by Cypriots,’ V. E. Jones remembered, 
‘who cornered the market and forced up the prices.” Tempers grew 
short, harsh words were exchanged, and occasional knife-fights ensued. 
Though at Dulag 183 several Cypriots were shot by the Germans while 
trying to escape—and left hanging on the wire as an example to others— 
and on at least one Arbeitskommando it was the Cypriots who took the 
lead in ‘go slow’ working policies, the loyalty of Cypriot POWs was still 
sometimes called into question in the Third Reich.!° 

Friction also occurred between British POWs and some of the over 
1,500 Palestinians serving as pioneers who were captured in Greece and 
on Crete. Adeptness at trading in transit camps had a tendency to 
exacerbate anti-Semitic opinions among British troops. At Corinth, in 
the words of Fritz Jordan, ‘there was a constant tension between the 
Palestinian and the British prisoners’. British troops held at Salonika, 
seeing those involved in local working parties amass small fortunes by 
acting as black market go-betweens, derived satisfaction from the ultim- 
ate outcome, according to R. G. M. Quarrie. ‘We were amused to hear 
that when the Palestinians left [for Germany], the Germans confiscated 
all their money!!° 
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Anglo-Palestinian relations were more limited in the Greater Reich 
itself, in part because in some camps the Palestinians were segregated (or 
in their own separate Arbeitskommandos), and in part because there was 
less of a scarcity of resources. A certain amount of ill-feeling and suspi- 
cion, sometimes with an anti-Semitic dimension, was nevertheless pre- 
sent in those camps where mixing occurred. The loyalty of the 
comparatively small number of Arabs among the Palestinians was called 
into question because of defections to the German-sponsored cause of 
the Grand Mufti. Meanwhile, the fact that many of the Palestinian Jews 
were pre-war émigrés from Germany or Austria, and could therefore 
converse and trade easily with the guards or take on jobs as interpreters, 
was not always held in their favour. “They, the Jews, soon began to 
display one of their national traits, by setting up stalls and trading in 
all sorts of things’, R. P. Evans wrote of the non-working army NCOs?’ 
camp at Hohenfels set up in 1943. “They even started buying bread from 
the Germans’, he claimed, ‘for cigarettes, and selling it for a profit. This 
didn’t please some sections of the community...’ At Lamsdorf they 
were labelled ‘the Jordan Highlanders’—‘ “Only a nose we bring you”, 
was their march past, we said’ (R. A. Wilson). The German authorities 
did their best to foster and exploit anti-Semitic sentiment, and as Ike 
Rosmarin recalled, when there was a shortage of Red Cross parcels at 
Stalag 344 tempers frayed and British prisoners sometimes lashed out.*’ 

On the other hand, as with other groups, there were plenty of indica- 
tions that British POW leaders refused to see Jews as anything other than 
British servicemen when the enemy was involved. When a Palestinian 
sergeant died at Lamsdorf and was denied a proper military burial—here 
as elsewhere the authorities were usually quite punctilious about funeral 
honours—the protest was so great that the Germans had to reverse their 
position. Sidney Sherriff actively opposed attempts to segregate Jews 
from other prisoners at Stalag VIIIB. When efforts were made to prevent 
Palestinian POWs from picking up British Red Cross parcels, the re- 
doubtable SBNCO announced that his men would refuse parcels al- 
together if the ban was not lifted—a threat that caused the camp 
authorities to back down immediately. When segregation was an- 
nounced at Warburg nobody inside the wire would communicate with 
any German until the plan was quietly dropped. Similar efforts to 
segregate Jews at Stalag Luft VI on parade one day met with strenuous 
objections from Dixie Deans. The men concerned were members of the 
RAF, he reminded the camp authorities, and in the Royal Air Force 
‘even bloody tree-worshippers’—a dig at the ancient Aryan cult being 
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promoted by Himmler—would be treated the same as everyone else. 
Again the Germans backed down. !° 

Kriegies of all ranks who were against any form of passive collabor- 
ation could not but be impressed by the way in which Palestinian 
working parties refused to be intimidated by the Nazis’ overt and ex- 
treme hostility to their faith and people. And for some Gentiles it might 
be an outright bonus to have a Yiddish speaker around to act as a trader 
with the locals. ‘A Jewish lad called Issy Gorsevitch, who came from 
Glasgow, had been captured with us in 1940’, Lance-Corporal David 
Parker of the Durham Light Infantry explained of one particular Arbeits- 
kommando. ‘He was a great bargainer and from about 1943 we used to 
give him a few cigarettes and he would get things for us.’!” 

The re-emergence of extreme privation in the last months of the war, 
unfortunately, could still stir up expressions of anti-Semitic prejudice. ‘I 
don’t wonder at Hitler hating them,’ RAF air gunner R. Watchorn 
angrily wrote in his diary at Fallingbostel in March 1945, ‘they haven’t 
a good trait in them, they pander to the Germans, and with their 
knowledge of the German tongue they are able to control all the rackets 
in the camp and they are a bad lot...” When the Gestapo searched the 
camp and one of the Palestinians asked him for a crucifix so he could 
pose as a Roman Catholic, Watchorn turned him down flat.”° 

The pattern was also mixed with respect to Indian prisoners. Thou- 
sands of Sikhs, Pathans, Punjabis, and Gurkhas captured in North 
Africa were transferred from Italy to Germany, mostly in 1943, adding 
their numbers to the few hundred Indians who had been taken by the 
Wehrmacht in 1940-1. Most were held in a separate camp at Anna- 
burg, but there were also Indian huts at Lamsdorf and Sagan and Indian 
officers at Mährisch Trtibau. Indians, in the minds of some other ranks 
at Stalag VIIIB, were allied aliens rather than true friends. Cheating 
them in the course of trade transactions was not considered a particu- 
larly heinous crime in certain circles, and disputes between British and 
Indian POWs could sometimes end in physical violence—the ‘wogs were 
getting uppity’, one Kriegie remembered another saying amidst a tit-for- 
tat set of individual attacks and counter-attacks at Lamsdorf in the 
summer of 1943.7! 

On the other hand, when the water supply to the Indian Lager broke 
down men in the neighbouring RAF compound cut a hole in the inter- 
vening wire and organized a bucket chain. Bill Jackson, a Canadian, 
recalled what happened when the guards found the gap in the wire and 
stopped the hand-over-hand bucket transfer: 
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A British army corporal was watching as the Sikhs returned with their empty 
buckets. He was attached to their regiment, they were his boys and they were 
being poorly treated. Without further ado he grasped two buckets in each hand 
and advanced determinedly on the offending guards... He came to a halt a 
couple of feet in front of a guard and addressed him in German, the guard shook 
his head and yelled at the insistent corporal, the corporal yelled back and up 
came the rifle butt—where it hurt. The stalwart ‘brown job’ never retreated an 
inch, no sir, not in front of a crowd of ‘brylcream boys’. His knees sagged a little 
but up came four metal buckets, two on each side of the guard’s ears. There 
were two clunks, a loud yell from the surprised guard and a cheer from the 
‘brylcream boys’. 


Honour satisfied, the corporal sprinted off and dived through a hut 
widow before the guard, having had a misfire, could reload his weapon 
and shoot again. “They were a decent lot and we got friendly with them’, 
Harry Buckledee, incarcerated in the RAF compound at Lamsdorf, 
remembered of the adjoining Indian soldiers. Relations between British 
and Indian prisoners at Oflag VIIIF and Stalag VIIC, meanwhile, 
appear to have been generally amicable.” 

As the incident related above suggests, inter-service rivalry was not 
entirely absent from POW life in Germany. The main problems arose 
when soldiers rubbed shoulders with the RAF. To aircrew NCOs at 
Lamsdorf and other stalags the degree of internal discipline practised 
in the army compounds could seem excessive, and even a little pro- 
German. Meanwhile the stuffiness and formality of senior army officers 
in particular came as something of a shock to RAF officers billeted for 
periods at Warburg and various other oflags. BEF veterans, for their 
part—along with senior RN officers—might resent the overly provoca- 
tive and schoolboyish behaviour of those in air force blue, many quite 
new to captivity. The apparent failure of the RAF to protect troops at 
Dunkirk angered some men, and the fact that non-commissioned air- 
crew were automatically promoted to the rank of sergeant also rankled 
some among the army other ranks (who thought stripes ought only to 
come after long years of service). There was also a certain amount of 
class difference, Royal Air Force volunteers in very rough terms falling 
somewhere between the lower-class professional soldiers and more 
upper-class professional army officers in terms of social background. 
‘At times it seemed as if we did not belong to the same nation’, army 
sergeant Donald Edgar commented on the contrast at Stalag VIIIB.”? 

Conversely, junior army officers could find the exuberance of their air 
force counterparts a breath of fresh air. ‘Morale went right to the top’, 
Charles Irwin wrote of the RAF presence at Warburg. Inter-service 
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friction did not prevent soldiers from agreeing to do identity switches 
with air force types wishing to go out on working parties (and thereby 
increase their chances of making a successful escape), nor stop army 
administrative NCOs, despite occasional grumbling, from cooking the 
books to facilitate such exchanges. Some of those who exchanged khaki 
for air force blue grew homesick for their comrades, but others found the 
change—which, among other things, meant not being posted to a bad 
job—a positive one. Raymond Ryan remembered that he and a friend at 
Lamsdorf in 1942 ‘found life with the “boys in blue’? much more 
pleasant than in army compounds. The barrack leaders and the others 
did not have the domineering manners of the British WOs and best of all 
there were no rackets.’ At no point were the Germans able to exploit 
differences between air force and other prisoners.” 

Confined as they were behind wire except during transfers or escapes, 
officer prisoners and RAF aircrew of all ranks had little opportunity 
to interact with ordinary Germans. ‘I had absolutely no contact with 
the German civilian population’, Charles Irwin explained in reference 
to his captivity in successive oflags from June 1940 through May 1945. 
For those in main camps, furthermore, a combination of personal 
preference, the language barrier, regulations—both German and 
British—limiting contact, and disparity in numbers severely curtailed 
opportunities for contact with the ordinary Posten; most of whom 
were, in any case, ten or more yards away on the other side of the 
wire. On Arbeitskommandos, on the other hand, the chances for inter- 
action were much greater, both with soldiers and with civilians at the 
workplace. 

Even Kriegies in main camps could observe their captors at leisure 
and, on the comparatively rare occasions when personal inclination and 
opportunity arose, engage in conversation and assessment. At first there 
was often a perception of swaggering arrogance, and on Arbeitskom- 
mandos it was something of a lottery through much of the war whether 
individual guards were comparatively benign or highly dangerous. As 
the war progressed, however, and older or less fit men replaced the 
younger guards being sent to the front, the average Posten appeared 
much less threatening, sometimes almost likeable. 

George Soane thought the guards ‘pretty good’ at Hohenfels by 1944: 
‘They were no longer as tough as they were before.’ The guards in 
charge of Oflag IXA/H prisoners in the last stages of the war were, 
according to Terence Prittie, ‘on the whole, sympathetic’ figures. Most 
of them by this point had traded with prisoners through the black 
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market, and they ‘were nearly all oldish men, of fifty to fifty-five’, who 
‘were sick and tired of the war and wanted only to get back to their 
homes, families, and civilian occupations’. This was apparently true for 
Kriegsmarine and Luftwaffe guards as well as those serving the Wehr- 
macht. ‘Our guards were always of a friendly disposition’, Jack Bishop 
wrote of the Posten at Marlag (M). “They were all German Marines who 
had passed the age limit for their service and were therefore more 
responsible and less trigger-happy than the younger guards.’ Guy Mor- 
gan remembered that at Marlag (O), as the Posten grew older, they ‘lost 
all traces of arrogance’ and became friendly to the point of semi-servility 
at times. ‘One was almost tempted to pity these pathetic old posten, in 
their threadbare ill-fitting uniforms, with their pince-nez and their pot- 
bellies and their rheumatism, their over-large steel helmets almost 
resting on their collarbones...’ Russell Margarison’s assessment of the 
guards at Stalag Luft VII (Bankau) was similarly fair-minded. ‘Generally 
speaking,’ he later reflected, ‘our guards being rather older than the 
frontline troops, acted in a reasonable manner, most of them longing 
to get home to their wives and families at the earliest possible moment.’ 
Similar opinions were expressed about guards at other camps, especially 
as the war drew to a close.” 

Individual soldiers could come in for special praise. Stanley Rayner 
was impressed by the restraint displayed by a friendly guard whose house 
was struck by RAF bombs: 


He was given leave to go home for a week, to sort things out. On his return, 
despite the severe damage done, he never took it out on us. In fact, later on in 
1943-4 his entire home and garden was completely flattened. Once again, he 
had home leave. I remember it was a time when we [prisoners] had no cigarettes 
at all. When he returned he gave each of us a packet of tobacco and papers so 
that we could roll a fag. One good Jerry. 


Others had similarly positive relations with particular Germans. ‘He was 
older than most of the other guards,’ Arthur Dodd recalled of a Wehr- 
macht soldier on a industrial Arbeitskommando in 1944, ‘and treated 
the men [i.e. British prisoners] with the respect he felt they deserved as 
fellow soldiers.’ 


He was once leaving the camp to go home to Cologne on leave and was 
presented with a package by the men. Knowing how hard times were for 
ordinary Germans, they had presented him with two packets of cigarettes, two 
bars of chocolate and a block of soap [from a Red Cross parcel]. Aware of how 
much they needed these rations for themselves, the man was overcome and 
cried in front of them. 
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‘Dare I say it’, BEF prisoner James Stedman reflected on another very 
helpful older guard he met on a working party in the latter war years, “— 
he was the sort of fellow I would have loved to have shaken hands with if 
I had met him after the war.’”° 

It was also possible, romances aside, for working prisoners to grow 
close to particular enemy civilians with whom they worked. ‘I always 
got on well with the Austrians I met,’ Neville Chesterton recalled 
of the Alpine Arbeitskommando to which he was sent from Stalag 
XVIIIA (Wolfsberg), ‘as they always seemed honest, hard-working 
and decent people.’ Donald Edgar remembered the sympathy he and 
others felt for the personal losses of ordinary Germans they knew, 
recalling in particular how two fellow Kriegies had tried to comfort 
an old women when she began sobbing over the death of her son, killed 
at Stalingrad.’ 

The extent of such fellow feeling, however, should not be overesti- 
mated. Kriegies on working parties were often exposed to the brutal way 
in which workers from the east in general, and Polish civilians in par- 
ticular, were maltreated. This was something that—especially given the 
generosity displayed by the Poles towards British prisoners—did not 
endear the Germans to the British. Many hundreds, moreover, had 
seen concentration camp victims while working in the I. G. Farben 
works and other factories surrounding Auschwitz. Continual exposure 
to atrocity did, to be sure, sometimes generate a high degree of callous- 
ness. ‘One of the significant and terrible things about being in daily sight 
and contact with such horrors,’ J. M. Green unhappily admitted, ‘was 
that one became inured to it. I had to keep reminding myself that this 
was not normal, that these poor wretches were fellow human beings, 
often fellow Jews.’ It was, however, difficult to forget who was respon- 
sible for the appalling way in which Untermenschen were treated, and 
although those British POWs who actively tried to help through passing 
along food and even colluding in escapes were in the minority, for those 
witnessing such treatment or hearing about it at second-hand, the real- 
ities of Nazi rule limited the degree of sympathy felt for ordinary 
Germans. Even the most pathetic cases could not shake the basic belief 
that, while there might be an individual Good German or two, the Nazis 
were still the enemy, and there seems to have been little compunction 
about engaging in shady trading practices when the recipient was 
German. Sergeant Edgar noted that after the old lady the two British 
soldiers had comforted for the loss of her son was out of earshot, a 
comment was made that produced a chorus of assent—‘Mind you, 
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serves these Nazi bastards right! They started it all. Now they’re learning 
what it’s like to be on the receiving end!’?° 

In a class by themselves were the neutral representatives of the Pro- 
tecting Power and the International Committee of the Red Cross. In- 
spections were always arranged in advance, and camp authorities 
naturally tended to spruce up facilities and improve the scale or quality 
of rations to give a sometimes overly positive impression of what life was 
like behind the wire. In turn the prisoners might complain that their 
privations and difficulties were greater than in fact was the case. The 
representatives themselves had to appear both credulous and rigorously 
impartial, which inevitably tended to annoy one side or the other in 
particular camps at various junctures. Kriegies, though universally 
thankful for the Geneva Convention and for Red Cross parcels, could 
draw contradictory conclusions about the efficacy of neutral visits. 

Albert Pooley thought that conditions improved somewhat in the 
wake of an American visit to Stalag XXIB in late 1940, while Richard 
Passmore was impressed with the tough questions put to the Germans 
by the US Embassy representative during a visit to Stalag Luft I some 
months later. In 1942, after complaining to Swiss representatives that 
the work POWs were being asked to do at a particular steelworks 
involved munitions manufacture and was therefore contrary to Article 
31 of the Convention, Robert Gale was delighted to learn that prisoners 
were being withdrawn from this particular works because of queries by 
the Red Cross. “They brought warm, friendly smiles and handshakes,’ 
John Borrie later wrote of a Swiss visit to Blechammer in May 1942, 
‘talked English, noted our many problems, and gave us the feeling that 
someone cared.’ Others were less enthusiastic in their assessments. 
Reflecting on an ICRC visit to his Arbeitskommando in 1943, another 
soldier remembered that, despite complaints, ‘we didn’t get any encour- 
agement and certainly nothing changed’. Geoff Taylor thought that 
neutral visits to Stalag IVB in 1944 achieved little, despite the taking of 
lengthy notes and promises of action. Nothing much changed from one 
visit to another, since ‘the delegation from Geneva was in no position to 


enforce its recommendations’.”” 


Colditz was both unusual and yet in some ways quite typical with respect 
to foreigners. Both the variety and proximity of Allied contingents in the 
castle during the early and middle war years was unique. No other camp 
held significant numbers of Polish, French, Dutch, and Belgian prison- 
ers of war alongside British and Commonwealth POWs for such length 
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of time, in such close quarters, and in such varied combination. Later in 
the war British Kriegies might share a compound with or be neighbours 
of US servicemen in certain stalags as well as the Luftwaffe camps and 
Marlag, but Colditz was apparently the only Wehrmacht oflag where 
British and American army officers—albeit only a handful in the latter 
case—were placed permanently under the same roof. Few places could 
match Oflag IVC for the unity of spirit generated through the inhabit- 
ants, whatever their nationality, having all ended up in the castle as 
enemies of the Reich. At the same time, compared to those in hutted 
and working camps, the officers incarcerated in the castle had less 
opportunity to observe the fate of Jews and other victims of Nazi Ger- 
many. Yet the attitudes and actions of British prisoners at Oflag IVC 
sometimes reflected—albeit often in modified form—many of the pre- 
conceptions and prejudices common to British POWs in Germany as 
a whole. 

In contrast to other camps, there was plenty of opportunity for British 
Kriegies to get to know Polish servicemen at Colditz. One hundred and 
forty Poles were already in residence when the first British officers 
arrived in the castle in November 1940, and the warmth of their wel- 
come, combined with their evident disdain for the Germans, rapidly 
won them many friends. “They were wonderful crowd, those Poles’, 
Kenneth Lockwood reminisced; ‘Marvellous chaps.’ According to 
Peter Allan, these spirited allies were ‘absolutely magnificent’, and ‘li- 
aison [between the two contingents] was excellent’. By the spring of 
1941, Pat Reid recorded of his time as British escape officer, the Poles 
had become ‘old and trusted comrades’. As with other nationalities, 
Polish and British prisoners paired off for language lessons, while the 
Polish contingent as a whole benefited from money and parcel contribu- 
tions made by British prisoners, who knew that Germany, claiming that 
Poland no longer existed as a state, did not allow them normal Red 
Cross and Protecting Power privileges. Enthusiasm for parcel donations 
did, to be sure, decline somewhat over time. There were also lingering 
worries—not without foundation, as it turned out—that there might be a 
traitor among the Poles who was betraying escape plans. But relations 
were undoubtedly warm, and there was genuine sorrow expressed when 
the Poles were moved out in the summer of 1943.°° 

By the autumn of 1940 almost all of the 15,000 POWs from the 
Netherlands had gone home after agreeing not to take up arms again 
against Germany. The sixty-eight Dutch officers who refused to give 
their parole, or were otherwise considered problematic, ended up being 
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sent to Colditz in July 1941. At first there was some suspicion of the 
Dutch because of their rather Germanic-looking uniforms and stiff, very 
formal manner, especially on parade. It rapidly became apparent, how- 
ever, that far from being ‘model prisoners’ (as Reinhold Eggers initially 
concluded), the Dutch were very serious about escaping and no friends 
of the master race. Close co-operation between the British and Dutch 
contingents was established in matters of action, especially breakout 
attempts. Nevertheless, among the foreigners the Dutch were con- 
sidered the most humourless.’ ! 

Opinions of the largest contingent through to the middle of the war, 
which consisted of over 260 French officers, were generally positive. 
Kenneth Lockwood judged them a ‘a wonderful crowd’. Peter Allan 
thought the Frenchmen at Colditz ‘excellent, not the rabble we had seen 
before [on the road into Germany]’. Pairs of British and French POWs 
learning each other’s language were a common sight. Nevertheless, there 
was still clearly something of a cultural divide between the British and 
the French. Les Anglais could appear peculiarly Spartan in their attitude 
to convenience and comfort, and bafflingly Stoic in their reactions to 
outside news. “The frogs’, in turn, might be viewed as rather disorgan- 
ized, too loquacious and anxious about the fortunes of war, and perhaps 
even overly interested in both physical and mental contentment. There 
was also a little lingering distrust arising from the 1940 debacle, and 
questions concerning security connected with splits between Pétainist 
and Gaullist supporters among the French. According to Jimmy Yule, 
British officers had to be careful about inviting Frenchmen into British 
quarters if escape-related activity was under way within.** 

An additional source of unease was the French attitude towards Jews. 
Some of the British officers were not entirely free of cultural prejudice 
themselves. The East End orderly Solly Goldman was sometimes seen 
in a rather stereotypical light, while the equally voluble dentist, 
J. M. Green, was later described by one of the chaplains as ‘a clever 
devil, like most Jews’. Nevertheless it came as a shock when senior 
French officers supported the idea of segregating French Jews in 1941. 
‘We didn’t approve of that at all’, Lockwood remembered. Though some 
British officers remained neutral on the issue, Airey Neave among others 
made a point of visiting the new quarters the Germans had designated 
for die Franzosen Juden and inviting round some of the inhabitants 
for tea.” 

The British regretted that the French, along with the other foreign 
contingents, were eventually moved out, missing not only the language 
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lessons but also the rivalry that had spurred on escape efforts and goon- 
baiting. This was made up for to some extent by the range of people 
arriving from the British services and their Commonwealth counter- 
parts. ‘We were a tremendous mixture from all over the British Empire’, 
Jack Best remembered fondly. Except for ‘Jumbo’ Mazumdar, who felt 
he was being discriminated against as an Indian on the basis of race, 
there seems to have been more to draw men from different regions and 
backgrounds within the King’s dominions together than drive them 
apart. Tommy Catlow felt the ‘wealth of bizarre characters’ who ended 
up in the castle was stimulating, and George Abbott thought relations 
‘pretty good, I would say very good’, in 1944-5. For those who missed 
foreign tongues, there was the chance to interact with a small number of 
Czechs wearing RAF blue, along with a few French Canadians from 
Dieppe, a growing Free French contingent, and in the last months of the 
war Poles from the Warsaw Uprising as well.** 

Relations were not as good when it came to the thousand-plus tired, 
hungry, and bedraggled 1940-vintage French prisoners who arrived on 
foot from Oflag IVD (Elsterhorst), over 60 miles away, during the fourth 
week of February 1945. “The British took them generally in hand’, Pat 
Reid stated in his second book, wording that suggests the friendly 
provision of order and aid. Reid, however, was not actually there at the 
time—he had successfully escaped in October 1942—and some of those 
who were remembered a fair amount of friction. 

By this point the British were themselves very short of essentials, and 
the arrival of the French forced several shifts in quarters. There was an 
undercurrent of resentment to individual British contacts with the new 
arrivals: ‘damned sorry for them, but when they start scrounging they’re 
a bloody nuisance’—‘reduced to hawking frying pans and dirty post- 
cards for bread, poor b[ugge]rs’—‘Marseilles...exactly what one 
saw’—“‘not very spiritual types’, were some of the more charitable com- 
ments. ‘I suppose we weren’t on such good terms with the French,’ Cyril 
Scarborough later admitted, ‘didn’t want to share our grub with them.’ 
Colonel Tod called a general meeting of British prisoners to discuss what 
should be done to help. It was eventually agreed, after much debate, that 
the stock of Red Cross parcels in the camp should be donated to the 
obviously im extremis French, but that other items, such as cigarettes, 
should only be pooled if the men concerned in a particular combine all 
agreed. The passing over of Red Cross parcels improved relations some- 
what, though there were still indications that in British eyes the French 
were seen as inconvenient and dirty house-guests, and that in French 
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eyes the British were rather too obviously assuming the command pos- 
ition. Open friction returned a week later after a large consignment of 
French parcels suddenly arrived. Seeing no signs of reciprocity for earlier 
British charity, Colonel Tod raised the matter with the senior French 
general. ‘You’ve always been known as a nation of shopkeepers,’ the 
general haughtily informed the SBO, ‘and a nation of shopkeepers you 
remain.’ Mutual recrimination was once again the order of the day, 
though some newly established personal friendships might remain 
immune from the generally hostile atmosphere.*” 

Some of the British officers sent to Colditz from late 1941 onward may 
have already seen the state of prisoners from the USSR, and for those 
who had not, a party of them came into the castle to be deloused in the 
spring of 1942. From them it was learned that there were 300 or so 
Soviet POWs being used as labour in the town below. Shocked at their 
skeletal appearance, the SBO made efforts to transfer Red Cross parcels 
to the Russians that ultimately proved fruitless because of OKW oppos- 
ition. There were, however, limits to what British prisoners at Oflag IVC 
would do or believe with reference to Nazi crimes. When a collection for 
the Russians had first been mooted, some had thought it enough to 
‘chuck in an old toothbrush’, and out of sight seems to have meant out 
of mind, to judge by memoirs and related literature. Cut off in the castle 
as they were, many officers dismissed harrowing stories of concentration 
camps and occupation policies passed on by witnesses as false or highly 
exaggerated. It was only when the castle was liberated in April 1945 and 
a nearby KZ Lager containing Hungarian Jews was discovered that 
opinions seriously changed. ‘A few of [the British contingent] went off 
to see for themselves,’ J. M. Green related, ‘and told me that they hadn’t 
altogether believed what I had told then about the atrocities I had seen in 
Silesia [inflicted on Jews used as slave workers in factories].’*° 

As for the Americans, there were really too few—only eight in all— 
arriving too late at Colditz for them to leave much of a mark. Neverthe- 
less they seem to have made a good impression overall, especially among 
the more outgoing souls within the British contingent. ‘We liked these 
three Americans,’ Douglas Bader recalled of the first arrivals in August 
1944, ‘they were our type.’ The senior US Army officer, Colonel Flor- 
imond Duke, did boast about American construction knowhow and 
complain about the snail’s-pace driving of the British in a public lecture; 
but he took in good spirit a fair amount of ribbing about his improbable 
first name (as well as the nature of the secret mission to the Balkans 
which had eventually landed him in Colditz), and as SAO apparently got 
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on well with Willie Todd. “They added a freshness and a new outlook to 
our lives’, Bader noted.?” 

Befitting its status as a maximum-security prison camp, the ratio of 
guards to prisoners at Oflag IVC was far higher than elsewhere. From a 
low of about 200, the castle garrison increased to a high of around 500, 
which meant that most of the time there were fewer inmates than there 
were guards. Paradoxically, however, there was less contact between 
Posten and Kriegsgefangenen than in most other camps. Much of the 
garrison was occupied in guarding the grounds below the walls and 
parts of the Schloss to which prisoners normally did not have access. 
The high walls themselves meant that the kind of over-the-wire ex- 
changes and conversations that might occur in a hutted camp could 
not take place. ‘You didn’t see them’, Jimmy Yule observed. As for those 
guards posted in the inner courtyard, they were under strict orders not to 
fraternize. News of the execution of a soldier caught trading with the 
prisoners confirmed for the rest that, in the words of Posten Alfred 
Heinrich, ‘it was very dangerous to talk to prisoners’. The British escape 
committee, for its part, tried to limit contact to a few men fluent in 
German who could be relied upon to engage in blackmail to obtain 
escape equipment. The end result, though illicit trading operations 
continued to take place between particular individuals and goon-baiting 
remained popular, was comparatively restricted real contact between the 
average guard and the average inmate inside the camp. “The prisoners 
avoided them and they avoided the prisoners’, as Michael Burn put it.*® 

Those few prisoners allowed out for parole walks might encounter 
German civilians. Padre Platt noted after one such perambulation in 
September 1943 that ‘some of the villagers nodded in a friendly fashion, 
and some of the tiny flaxen-haired children, too young to know if their 
daddies were fighting or not, or to know anything of the artificial barriers 
between nations and classes, smiled at us and chattered happily’. From 
the windows of the castle the sight of elderly and very young refugees 
fleeing the advance of the Red Army elicited a high degree of sympathy. 
On the whole, however, inmates saw even less of the German civilian 
population than they did of the guards.*” 

A certain degree of ambivalence existed here as elsewhere concerning 
neutral visits. On the one hand the inspections on behalf of the Protect- 
ing Power and International Red Cross were welcomed as an opportun- 
ity to complain about conditions and German behaviour. On the other, 
there was the sense that nothing much changed as a result, and on 
certain occasions signs that particular visitors were out of sympathy 
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with the prisoners’ ethos. Padre Platt, like everyone else in Colditz, was 
dumbfounded at the faux pas committed by a new American Embassy 
representative in early April 1941. ‘In spite of his six-foot, fourteen-stone 
figure, a pea would have bowled the Colonel [Guy German] over when, 
in reply to our ‘‘moan”’ that five hours’ exercise is not sufficient, the 
American said, “You would get more exercise, and other privileges too, 
if you gave up the idea of escaping. Anyway, it is impossible to get out of 
Germany, no matter how hard you try.’’’ There was also annoyance 
expressed toward those visitors who appeared completely out of touch. 
‘The bi-monthly American Embassy visit occurred today,’ Platt wrote 
on 14 May 1941: 

an old man suffering from some kind of paralysis which made the lifting and 
lowering of his legs and feet, and indeed his arms also, a very uncertain and slow 
process. His idea of helping to ameliorate our lot was expressed in the momen- 
tous enquiry: ‘Have you any difficulty here [at Colditz] over getting married by 


proxy? He was obviously displeased with the mirthful answers he got, but a 
question more remote from our needs it would be difficult to find. 


The Swiss Embassy, which took on the job after US entry into the war 
against Germany in December 1941, seems to have been rather more 
professional in its handling of visits, but there were times when it seemed 
nothing much was achieved. “The Swiss came today!’ Platt noted in his 
diary on 25 January 1943. ‘All the usual complaints were brought up and 
several new ones. Each three-month visit brings us the same answers to 
the same questions—‘“‘We will take up the matter again with the 
OKW”’!... “We are awaiting reply from the O.K.W.”? 14° 

All in all, international relations in Colditz were more typical of the 
British experience as a whole than the ‘one of a kind’ legend suggests. 
Some ex-inmates other than Pat Reid did indeed remember ‘complete 
solidarity’, or at worst ‘friendly rivalry’, and ipso facto those sent to Oflag 
IVC tended to have much in common. Yet, as we have seen, some 
stereotyping did occur in the castle, there was atypically limited expos- 
ure to certain groups, and international frictions familiar to Kriegies 
elsewhere were by no means entirely absent. Hugo Ironside may have 
come close to describing the true situation when he observed that liaison 
between the different nationalities at Colditz often left a lot to be desired, 
but that the resulting friction ‘wasn’t too difficult’ to tolerate and that 
relations with allies ‘just bobbed along gently’. The same could not be 
said of interaction between the majority of POWs here and elsewhere 
who remained loyal and the very small minority who turned traitor, as 
the next chapter will show.“ 
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9 Patriots and Traitors 


Prisoners of war shall be subject to the laws, regulations and orders 
in force in the armed forces of the detaining Power. Any act of 
insubordination shall render them liable to the measures pre- 
scribed by such laws, regulations, and orders... 


(from Article 45, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Prisoners who refuse to reply [to enemy demands] shall not be 
threatened, or exposed to any unpleasantness or disadvantage of 
any kind... 


(from Article 5, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


In relation to the war around them, British POWs in Nazi Germany 
existed in a curious state of limbo. They were still recognized members 
of the armed forces of the Crown. Yet through the process of surrender 
and official recognition as prisoners of war, Kriegies had assumed a non- 
belligerent status. They were like chessmen removed from the board— 
still in one piece but out of the game. Under international law, only if a 
prisoner escaped back to his home country could he legitimately become 
directly involved again in the war effort and re-enter the fray. There were 
those, however, who chose not to accept a passive role while in enemy 
hands. As the next chapter will indicate, escape was one way of getting 
back into the thick of things—but there were other avenues that could be 
pursued to help the war effort. Acts of sabotage could be undertaken, 
efforts made to undermine enemy morale, and intelligence gathered for 
transmission back to the United Kingdom in code letters. At the oppos- 
ite end of the spectrum was the much smaller number of prisoners who 
broke out of limbo by choosing to actively co-operate with their captors 
as spies, propagandists, or even as soldiers. In short, some Kriegies could 
continue to serve their country while in unfriendly hands, while others 
might end up serving the enemy. The situation in Colditz regarding 
patriots and traitors was, as we shall see, surprisingly unexceptional. 
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The opportunities for sabotage were greatest on Arbeitskommandos. 
Kriegies could not be closely supervised all the time, had tools in their 
hands, and could decide to act destructively rather than constructively in 
whatever tasks they were employed on. There were risks involved, as 
being caught in the act could mean anything from on-the-spot beatings 
to long stretches in a military prison. On the other hand, there was great 
satisfaction to be derived from the knowledge that, despite being a 
captive, a prisoner was not entirely helpless and that he was secretly 
undermining rather than contributing to the captor’s war effort. A 
mixture of apathy and fear caused many POWs to confine their defiance 
to lack of industriousness, and sometimes a billet seemed just too cushy 
to risk by gambling that acts of sabotage would remain undetected. 
Stuart Brown, despite having done some agricultural sabotage else- 
where, decided in 1942 that on one farm he and his fellow Kriegies 
‘were too well treated to risk jeopardising our chances of staying where 
we were’. Meanwhile the more active Kriegies learned how to appear 
half-witted and cover their tracks when eroding the quality of their overt 
work.’ 

Ditch-digging or navvy work could present opportunities to demon- 
strate a gang’s sabotage skills. Drainage pipes could be broken as they 
were laid, and covered with earth before anyone in authority noticed. 
‘We spent a lot of time digging holes where they were not wanted,’ Cyril 
Rofe remembered of a canal drainage project he worked on in 1942, 
‘invariably managing to let the water in at the wrong moment. We had a 
great time and generally contrived to do the wrong thing.’ Made to dig 
and line a fire-fighting reservoir in 1944, James Stedman and his fellows 
derived a strong sense of job satisfaction from the end result. ‘We had 
made sure it would not be water-tight by shoddy work’, he later wrote. 
‘By the next day [after completion] the reservoir was half-empty. Good 
old British workmanship.’ Road maintenance could also become 
an exercise in futility. ‘To anyone observing—even if they were 
interested—our labours on some outlying perimeter,’ Ed Annetts 
wrote of the repair job on the track surrounding an airfield he and his 
mates undertook in 1941, ‘it would look as if we were just the usual gang 
mending pot-holes. In fact, we were actually making them...we simply 
moved holes from one section of road to another.’” 

Agriculture offered its own set of opportunities for mischief. Sugar, 
the end-product of beet harvesting and processing (common seasonal 
tasks for Kriegies), proved ideal for arson purposes. A fire started in a 
small cardboard box could be stuffed into a vat of loose sugar that would 
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in turn smoulder for hours before the whole load—by then many miles 
away in railway wagons—burst into flames, apparently as a result of 
spontaneous combustion. Cabbages could be planted the wrong way 
up, wheatsheaves could be positioned so that much of the seed would 
germinate, and threshing could be brought to a halt by slipping unbound 
sheaves of corn into the milling machinery until it jammed. Other 
mechanical devices, including harvesters, could be rendered useless 
through the removal or damaging of key parts.’ 

Quarrying and mining could also be the scene of sabotage. Ore and 
coal might not be separated properly from broken rock, and conveyor 
trucks overloaded or otherwise damaged. John Lawrence fondly remem- 
bered what happened after he and others from Lamsdorf began work at a 
limestone quarry in 1941. ‘When two skips were full they were let down 
the steep slope,’ he explained, ‘on a miniature railway line’: 


The skips were linked together, and connected by a huge wooden ‘bremser’ 
[bremse—brake]. As the two wooden skips went down, two empty ones came up 
on the other end of the cable. At least, that was in theory, until the English 
‘Kriegies’ arrived. It was amazing how many times poor old ‘Slim’ [the elderly 
German operator] lost control of his Bremser and sent two empty skips 
careening back into the yard, sending all and sundry scurrying to escape the 
shower of 50 lb rocks, which flew everywhere when the skips finally came to 
a rest. 


The civilian foreman guessed that prisoners were to blame and made 
dire threats, but without hard proof he could do nothing but fume.* 

There was often a variety of possibilities for undermining work on 
building sites. Washers might be removed as plumbing was installed, 
hinges could be misaligned or left too loose when doors and windows 
were put in, and everything from nails to glass left lying about waiting for 
an accident to happen. ‘Filling pipes with rubble and loosening nuts 
after work had been inspected and passed was a regular trick’, Arthur 
Dodd recalled of work at an I. G. Farben plant near Auschwitz. “The 
men deliberately miscounted when mixing concrete and ensured the 
mix was too heavy with cement causing cracks in the structures that 
were built.” 

Putting prisoners to work on transport-related jobs was simply asking 
for trouble. A visiting RAMC doctor was impressed by the level of 
Kriegie inventiveness he observed at a lorry depot: 

At the repair shops for damaged motor vehicles our mechanics were engaged in 


reconditioning trucks and cars. The electrical faults which developed in the 
majority of vehicles once they had left the shops must have proved a sore trial to 
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their drivers. One Sapper who had worked in a motor factory before the war was 
particularly skilled in loosening the nut connecting the oil outlet of the sump so 
that it would fall off after about a hundred miles travel, when the oil would 
escape and the engine seize up. 


Jobs in railway marshalling yards provided a range of options for brave 
and inventive types. Everything from ashes to pebbles and sand could be 
surreptitiously dumped into the axle grease of rolling stock, contents and 
destination labels could be switched from one wagon to another, dry 
goods ‘accidentally’ exposed to the elements, and the track itself 
rendered dangerous by camouflaging the surreptitious removal of ballast 
or secretly switching points.° 

Those confined to oflags and stalags obviously had less opportunity to 
engage in sabotage activity. To wreck the plumbing, electricity, or 
heating supply inside camps would adversely affect the prisoners more 
than the guards. Nevertheless, when the authorities attempted to intro- 
duce devices—loudspeakers or sound detectors—that clearly benefited 
the captors rather more than the captives, the more aggressive POWs 
were not averse to a little malicious sleight of hand. When in 1941 hidden 
microphones were discovered at Stalag Luft I, for instance, enterprising 
Kriegies connected up the wiring to the main electrical supply. The 
result, B. A. ‘Jimmy’ James recalled, was ‘an electrical tour de force 
which undoubtedly caused considerable confusion in the Vorlager’. At 
Barth as elsewhere an added ingredient took the form of bits of used 
razor-blades placed in the cookhouse swill, destined to be consumed by 
pigs on surrounding farms. The resulting porcine deaths, however, 
could be traced back to their source once autopsies were performed. 
“The threats uttered then’, Richard Passmore recorded, ‘were serious 
enough to make us desist forthwith.’’ 

RAF prisoners were also responsible for the unfortunate conse- 
quences of what might be classified as a semi-intentional act of sabotage 
at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg) in April 1944. After Ju 88 aircraft from a 
nearby airfield began buzzing the camp, Kriegies responded with the 
usual mixture of jeering and barracking reserved for German intrusions 
into normal camp life. Various hand signals, rude and official, were used 
to indicate to the pilots of the Ju 88s that they were not flying really low 
over the compound. One day a Luftwaffe pilot, thereby encouraged to 
make a particularly low dive-bombing pass, pulled up too steeply, 
allowing the tail to hit the ground, practically decapitating one prisoner 
and severely wounding another. The aerial visits stopped, but the price 
of success, all agreed, had been too high.® 
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Undermining enemy morale was another tack that could be taken in 
continuing the war effort behind the wire. The abundance represented 
by Red Cross parcels and cigarettes was designed to depress the 
Germans as well as support POWs, and MIọ courses in the middle 
war years encouraged those who might fall into enemy hands to flaunt 
Allied victories. Air force prisoners were well to the fore in the psycho- 
logical warfare game. German-speakers at Stalag Luft I made a point of 
trying to sow doubt concerning Nazi victory in the minds of the Posten 
they encountered. At Stalag Luft III the chief mover in the Great 
Escape, Roger Bushell, took time to orchestrate a carefully planned 
conversational campaign designed to depress the guards in the North 
Compound. Both at Sagan and at Barth ‘flycraft’ were employed to carry 
short but nasty messages to nearby villages and farms. Canadian pilot 
Kingsley Brown found his first encounter with Wing Commander 
‘Taffy’ Williams, the officer in charge of propaganda in the East Com- 
pound at Stalag Luft III, quite memorable: 


He was seated at a table by an open window. He appeared to be busy with some 
kind of hobby that involved old empty jam jars, pieces of paper, scissors and 
other assorted odds and ends. He turned to greet me. 

‘Good show! You’re just in time to lend me a hand. We’ve got a propaganda 
job. Something to break the morale of the civilian population, you know. Sow 
doubt and all that. Not much we can do at the present time [summer 1942], but 
we do have to make a start, don’t we? Small beginnings, eh what? I’m sure you 
can be of help. We need professional people. Now let me show you...’ 

He swung back to the table and picked up one of the jam jars. An elastic band 
held a piece of cheesecloth over the top of the jar. As he picked it up, there was 
an angry humming sound. 

‘Bumblebees,’ he said, handing me the jar. 

They were bumblebees, all right—about a dozen of them, all trying their best 
to escape. 

‘Oh, I have a team of the boys out collecting them. They find them over by 
the cookhouse and among the weeds. There’s more of ’em.’ He pointed to two 
more jars on the windowsill, “Very well. Now let me show you the rest of the 
business.’ 

I handed back the jar of bees, and in return he passed me a tiny slip of paper. It 
was almost tissue paper, not unlike the paper used for airmail letters. It was 
about four inches in length, and had been cut in the triangular shape of a 
pennant. On one side of it, it said DEUTSCHLAND KAPUT. On the reverse 
side it said HITLER KAPUT. 

The nature of our propaganda effort suddenly dawned on me. The bumble- 
bees were to carry our devastating message to the German populace. 

Tm afraid it’s the best we can do right now, old boy,’ said Wings. He handed 
me a gentleman’s light leather glove for my right hand. 
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‘Now, what we do is this. I attach this thread to the pennant, see? With a 
running noose at the end. Now, when I make a little opening in the jar, you’ll 
grab the first bee that comes out. 

“You'll have to be careful—gentle, you know. We mustn’t hurt the little devil 
or he’ll be no good to us, will he? You must hold him gently by the wings while I 
slip the noose over his backside and make it fast—but not too tight, mind you. 
And just where his thorax and abdomen meet. And, after that, well, the best way 
to begin is to begin, what?’ 

About an hour later, the jar was empty. One after another the bees had been 
pinioned and harnessed to their banners and released out the window. The wing 
commander was delighted to see how well they handled their burden. 

‘Just the right wing loading, what? Had to figure that out. Any more weight 
and they couldn’t maintain altitude. Thanks old boy. That’s it for today. How 
about tomorrow morning, right after Appell >’ 


The effectiveness of this propaganda campaign is open to question, but it 
was satisfying for those involved, and at Barth the local townspeople 
complained to the camp authorities after encounters with hornets 
towing paper cylinders with Germany kaput and Hitler niche goot in- 
scribed on them.” 

Efforts were also made to sabotage enemy propaganda efforts. Loud- 
speakers had been set up in a number of main camps to broadcast ‘Lord 
Haw Haw’ announcing German victories and Allied setbacks, sand- 
wiched between bursts of marching songs such as Wir fahren gegen 
England. The result was not what the Propaganda Ministry had hoped 
for. ‘Unfortunately from the German point of view, this open air concert 
of recorded martial music did not have the desired effect,’ Lamsdorf 
prisoner Frank Taylor noted, ‘for far from being cowed, browbeaten, 
and subdued, we “mad British prisoners” took to the compound goo- 
se-steeping, “Heil Hitlering’’ and flinging out Nazi salutes with gay 
abandon—all in time to the music.’ At Wolfsberg the wiring for the 
loudspeakers was cut, and when this produced unacceptable reprisals a 
campaign was started to convince the commandant that Lord Haw Haw 
was giving away information valuable to the RAF in his broadcasts. "° 

Gathering and passing along intelligence was a clandestine but poten- 
tially much more important way of contributing to the war effort. Much 
time and effort was expended on communicating information of poten- 
tial importance to London by interested parties. 

In the early war years in particular, Kriegies who wished to pass on 
war-related information through letters that would not be stopped by the 
German censors might think up their own codes. Arthur Gibbs, an 
RAMC orderly working in the hospital of Stalag IXC, discovered that 
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a private soldier wanting to alert the RAF to various armaments factories 
in the vicinity had developed a plan. ‘[H]e started writing letters home 
using a code which was the one where the first word of the first sentence, 
for example, starts with the “W?” and the first word of the second 
sentence starts with “E” etc. etc. and the person at the other end reads 
“WE” and so on—a very simple code but he thought this would fool the 
German censor...’ It did, but proved useless because the recipient did 
not recognize what was being attempted and was simply left puzzled as 
to why the letters read so oddly.” 

MIg9 had been established as an arm of the Secret Service in 
November 1939 to provide information and tools for both potential 
and actual escapers and evaders. A code section was established in the 
spring of the following year, and within six months had developed a 
letter code (HK) that newly captured prisoners could in turn teach to 
other Kriegies. Use of this and later official codes (such as the air force 
‘Amy’ code) gradually expanded through the camp system as new men 
arrived and passed on their knowledge to trusted comrades. Two-way 
communication was thereby established with many main camps, sup- 
plemented in the latter war years by coded broadcast messages received 
on illicit radios. Much of the traffic concerned issues related to escape, 
but there was also a fair amount of emphasis on intelligence gathering.’ 

The two-or-more month time-lag involved in sending a request and 
receiving an answer, along with the fact that many prisoners spent most 
of their time behind wire in particular locations, meant that much of the 
requested intelligence was of a general kind: ‘Nothing very precise or 
detailed’, Dixie Deans recalled. Information on enemy morale, the state 
of the harvest, and general bomb damage were among the common 
questions posed, along with information from newly arrived aircrew on 
German air defences and interrogation techniques. Details were also 
forwarded by code writers on other items of interest that were seen in 
transit or from inside the wire. Depending on the location, activity 
observed around factories, railway lines, or airfields could be carefully 
noted down and passed along to London.’ 

Just how useful this type of activity really was remains open to debate. 
Some camps never established contact with MIọ, and in those that did, 
the Kriegies involved might have difficulty mastering a code or grasping 
what was required in the way of contents and security needs. “The 
dispatch of information...by means of code-letters was not exploited 
fully’, a summary report on intelligence efforts in Stalag IINE deter- 
mined. MI9 queries in turn might appear to be irritatingly irrelevant or 


PATRIOTS AND TRAITORS | 299 


dangerously amateurish to camp decoders. ‘Code messages were sent 
out to us on certain [radio] programmes’, Jack Poole related of his time 
at Oflag IXA/H; ‘they took hours to decode, and were often of such a 
futile nature that they were not encouraged.’ In the same camp code 
letters were received bearing telltale signs that would have shown, if the 
German censors had being paying attention, that they had not in fact 
come from real relatives—including one with the word ‘CODE’ pencilled 
on the envelope and bearing a British censor’s stamp. And even under 
the best of circumstances, the time-lag involved in exchanging secret 
messages meant, as an in-house summary of MIo activity conceded, that 
‘the information [received in London] may be of value only on a long- 
term policy [basis]’.’* 

On the other hand, the Germans never seem to have worked out any 
of the codes, confining their attention to possible use of invisible ink. 
Moreover, sometimes the information passed on spontaneously by a 
particular code writer did prompt specific requests that in turn produced 
specific answers. London was understandably keen to keep tabs on 
traitors, and encouraged reports on the personnel and progress of the 
British Free Corps (on which more below). The crews of the ‘X’-craft 
mini submarines captured while attempting to sink the battleship Tirpitz 
were debriefed inside Marlag, and their opinions as to the damage done 
passed along. Descriptions of V-weapon test firings were also encour- 
aged, and confirmation sought on occasion that a particular factory was 
indeed producing a certain item. Sometimes there were subsequent 
signs of cause and effect. 

At Sagan it was believed by those in the know that the information 
provided at London’s request on rocket launches led to the RAF raid on 
the Peenemtinde testing site in 1943. The intelligence organization at 
Oflag 79 (Brunswick) was asked via a radio message in mid-June 1944 to 
ascertain whether or not a factory about half-a-mile from the camp was 
turning out 88mm anti-aircraft guns. Through conversations with a 
guard this was confirmed, a code letter reply was sent, and six weeks 
later a raid by USAAF bombers obliterated the place. Whether or not 
there was a direct connection between certain POW intelligence reports 
and particular Allied actions, the gathering, encoding, and sending of 
information gave those involved—usually no more than a dozen men in 
most places—a sense of purpose and patriotic meaning to Kriegie life. !° 


A very different path to a more active existence was chosen by those 
prisoners who, through a mixture of avarice, gullibility, ideological 
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inclination, or simple fear, agreed to work for the enemy. Turncoats were 
needed by the German authorities for several, sometimes overlapping, 
roles. These included disseminating propaganda, usually over the radio; 
spying, mostly on fellow prisoners; and, depending on their origins, 
joining enemy-sponsored fighting units: the Free India Legion, the 
Arab Legion, and the British Free Corps. None of these units amounted 
to much, and the propagandists added little to what was being 
achieved—or rather not achieved—by civilian traitors. Those employed 
as stool pigeons inside POW camps, on the other hand, proved to be a 
serious threat to the security of clandestine activities. 

The Free India Legion was the creation of Subhas Chandra Bose, the 
militant Indian nationalist leader who had eluded British surveillance 
and made his way to Berlin in early 1941. He argued for the raising of a 
liberation force from among the thousands of Indian Army soldiers 
recently captured in Libya, and in the autumn OKW—foreseeing the 
collapse of the USSR and a road opening up to the subcontinent through 
Afghanistan—agreed to allow full-scale recruitment to begin. About 
1,000 Indian other rank and NCO prisoners were concentrated at 
Oflag IVE—which became Stalag IVD/Z—at Annaburg awaiting a visit 
by Bose, who apparently anticipated that his personal charisma would 
win men who had fought as ‘mercenaries’ for the British over to the Free 
India cause. The Netaji, or leader, was in for a rude shock. Pro-British 
elements began coughing and barracking as soon as he began to speak, 
drowning out most of Bose’s words and making it abundantly clear 
where their sympathies lay. ‘I thought it was a complete fiasco,’ one of 
his civilian lieutenants admitted, ‘and that there was no possibility of 
starting the Legion, as it was called at the time, with that particular 
batch.’ Efforts to recruit officers, if anything, met with even greater 
hostility. The most likely prospects were brought together in a special 
low-security working camp in a residential section of Berlin, and ad- 
dressed first by William Joyce (‘Lord Haw Haw’) and then by a repre- 
sentative of Bose who made an ‘inflammatory and nationalistic’ speech 
on behalf of the militant cause. BQMS John Brown, who observed the 
scene, later described how, as soon as the speeches were finished, one of 
the Indians stood up to respond: 


‘As Senior Officer here I speak for my fellow officers. We regard you as a traitor not 
only to England but to our own dear land. We will have nothing to do with your 
foul schemes. England has promised us that as soon as the war is over we shall be 
free. We have no reason to doubt her word. I give you five minutes in which to 
leave this room. After that I will not be responsible for my fellow officers.’ 


PATRIOTS AND TRAITORS | 301 


This was greeted with a storm of applause, followed by the hasty depart- 
ure of the recruiters.'° 

Subsequent efforts were initially more successful. The defiant elem- 
ents were separated out and a carrot-and-stick approach taken with the 
remaining sepoys. Potential recruits, subjected to a regimen of short 
rations and propaganda, were promised better food and more freedom 
if they volunteered for the Legion. Two hundred and eighty of the more 
amenable Indian POWs were moved in the summer of 1942 to a camp at 
KGnigsbrtick, where they were given German uniforms with a special 
arm-badge showing a leaping tiger superimposed on the Indian national 
colours and the legend Freies Indien. But the oath of allegiance they had 
sworn, along with more material worries such as loss of pensions, slowed 
the pace of recruiting. Moreover, though German officers and NCOs did 
their best to train volunteers in the use of Wehrmacht weapons and 
tactics, the civilian leadership cadre that Bose appointed to oversee the 
growth of the Free India Legion managed to mishandle sensitive issues 
of caste and religion. Morale remained low, relations with German 
personnel were distant, and when in April 1943 news arrived that the 
Legion was to serve as part of the Atlantic Wall garrison in the Low 
Countries, elements in all three battalions mutinied. The ringleaders 
were sent off to detention camps and the newly designated Infantry 
Regiment No. 950 was transferred, first to Belgium and then to France. 
Bose himself had gone to the Far East, where his efforts to establish an 
Indian National Army from among Indian prisoners of the Japanese 
proved rather more successful. Meanwhile the Fretes Indien volunteers 
in Europe felt increasingly alienated. Two smaller-scale mutinies oc- 
curred, and morale and discipline collapsed as the unit retreated east- 
ward in the face of the Allied advance in the autumn of 1944. Two 
hundred men defected back to the Allied side via the Resistance. By 
now part of the Waffen-SS, what remained of the Legion was rounded 
up by American forces near Lake Constance in April 1945, only having 
fought in self-defence against the French Resistance. !” 

The much smaller Arab Legion was the brainchild of the Grand Mufti 
of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Hussaini, who like Bose had arrived in Axis 
Europe seeking aid in expelling the British from his homeland. He 
lobbied for a unit to be raised from the Arab population under Axis 
control—including the Arab Palestinians in POW camps—that would 
serve in the Middle East. The proposal was eventually accepted, and in 
1942 recruiting began for the Deutsche-Arabische Lehrabteilung, later 
known as the Arabischer Fretheitkorps. The pool of potential recruits for 
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the Legion numbered only in the hundreds, and though there were those 
who chose to wear German uniforms with ‘Free Arabia’ patches on their 
sleeves who served on the lines of communication in the Balkans and 
elsewhere, the Legion achieved nothing of significance. Like its Indian 
counterpart, it apparently suffered from low morale and poor discipline. 
An Australian POW encountered a recruit while serving a sentence at the 
military prison at Graudenz. ‘He was an Arab who had fought for the 
Germans with the Arab Legion at the insistence of the Grand Mufti of 
Jerusalem’, Ian Ramsay later wrote. “This Arab had been sent to the 
Russian front and, finding it too cold for his liking, had decided to stab 
his German officer and desert.’!® 

Last and in some ways least was the British Free Corps. John Amery, 
the renegade son of the Secretary of State for India, had ended up in 
Berlin in 1942, where, in addition to engaging in propaganda broadcasts, 
he had urged the creation of a ‘British Legion of St George’ to join the 
fight against the Bolsheviks. Though Amery himself was soon sidelined 
from the project—he was clearly something of a loose cannon—the idea 
of raising a unit from among British prisoners was taken up at the end of 
the year by the Foreign Office and the SS. Even a small number of 
British servicemen fighting on the Eastern Front would be a major 
propaganda coup and a serious embarrassment to Anglo-Soviet rela- 
tions. Turning the concept into a reality, however, was to prove highly 
problematic. 

Assembling known fascist sympathizers and other likely prospects in a 
special ‘holiday camp’, where they could be exposed to a combination of 
good treatment and anti-communist propaganda before any outright 
recruiting took place, was in theory a fine idea. The man chosen as 
camp leader at Genshagen, however, was in fact playing a double 
game. Despite pre-war links with the British Union of Fascists and 
suspicions among fellow Kriegies that he was endeavouring to cosy up 
to the Germans, BQMS John Brown was secretly collecting intelligence 
and sending it to London by code letter. Brown managed to persuade his 
masters, after the first batch of Kriegies had passed through Genshagen 
in 1943, that the camp ought to be dedicated to instilling pro-German 
sentiment and that further attempts to persuade POWs to join the 
Legion would simply turn them further against the Reich. A few prison- 
ers had already come forward for ideological reasons or simply to im- 
prove their living conditions, and these were supplemented in the last 
months of 1943 by a handful of more recently captured men who were 
essentially browbeaten at the Luckenwalde interrogation centre into 
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signing on. Yet by the start of 1944, when the unit was officially taken 
under the wing of the Waffen-SS as the British Free Corps (BFC), it 
consisted of only eight men. 1° 

Field-grey service uniforms were issued, along with special insignia—a 
Union Jack shield worn on the sleeve and later three embroidered silver 
lions on a collar patch—and basic training commenced at Hildesheim. It 
was obvious, however, that if the BFC was ever to take the field it would 
have to reach at least platoon strength. Further recruiting efforts were 
therefore launched. In addition to the apparent resumption of subtle 
efforts at Genshagen, the drive took the form of visits to camps by 
members and their minders, the posting of notices inside the wire, and 
the distribution in huts of leaflets announcing the formation of the 
British Free Corps. 

Happily for the historian, soldiers sometimes saved these missives as 
souvenirs. The main section read as follows: 


1. The British Free Corps is a thoroughly British volunteer unit conceived 
and created by British subjects from all parts of the empire, who have taken up 
arms and pledged their lives in the common European struggle against Soviet 
Russia. 

2. The British Free Corps condemns the war with Germany and the sacrifice 
of British blood in the interests of Jewry and international finance, and regards 
the conflict as a fundamental betrayal of the British people and British Imperial 
interests. 

3. The British Free Corps desires the establishment of peace in Europe, the 
development of close friendly relations between England and Germany and the 
encouragement of mutual understanding between the two great Germanic 
peoples. 

4. The British Free Corps will neither make war against Britain or the British 
Crown, nor support any action or policy detrimental to the interests of the 
British people. 


Volunteers would be considered for spot promotions on joining the BFC 
and would receive a priority passage home when the war was won.7° 
The reaction to the leaflets was, by and large, either complete disgust 
or hilarious incredulity. Even the guards who distributed the recruiting 
notices often seemed embarrassed, hastily dumping them en masse in 
huts, stuffing them in greatcoat pockets, or claiming that they had been 
dropped by the RAF. The latter excuse was something of a stretch at 
Thorn, where the ‘air dropped’ leaflets were found held down by stones 
to stop them blowing away. It was obvious to most Kriegies that joining 
the BFC meant becoming a traitor. When the leaflets were found at 
Marlag (M), Harold Shipp remembered, ‘they told them where to stick 
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them’. The reaction to the appearance of a BFC recruiting poster at a 
working camp run through Stalag XVIIIA was not atypical. ‘Once 
everyone had read it,’ recalled D. W. Luckett, ‘it was torn down and 
burned.’ In other places the leaflets were simply considered a huge joke. 
“The Russians didn’t mean all that much to us,’ wrote Francis Jones, 
‘but at least we weren’t on fighting terms with them.’ The war was 
expected to end in victory for the Allies by the end of the year, and in 
any case winter conditions to the East were already the stuff of legend. At 
Lamsdorf a notice appeared on one of the huts: ‘Recruiting Office—Join 
the Free Corps and see the Eastern Front.’ Apart from the souvenir 
factor, leaflets were valued mainly as something on which to write and as 
toilet paper.*! 

Recruiting visits by BFC members in person were no laughing matter, 
however. “The Kom. informed me that two members of the “‘British 
Free Corps”... had orders from Berlin that they were to visit the camp’, 
the SBO at Marlag recorded in his diary on 14 May 1944. ‘I replied that I 
did not wish any traitors to come into the camp.’ In this case the BFC 
party never got beyond the Vorlager. One day a German officer accom- 
panied by someone wearing BFC uniform visited one of the Stalag XXA 
Arbeitskommandos. ‘We soon discovered that he was an Australian who 
had been taken prisoner in Crete,’ a QVR private recorded, ‘and that the 
main purpose of his visit was to encourage as many Allied prisoners as 
possible to join this newly formed unit to fight alongside the Germans 
against the Russians.’ 


When this became obvious the prisoners were furious and several made 
threatening moves toward the Australian, calling him some unprintable names 
and telling him in no uncertain terms exactly what they would do with him when 
they got hold of him... the guards had to fix bayonets and more or less keep the 
prisoners at bay whilst the German officer and the Australian beat a hasty retreat 
out of the camp. 


In Fort 13 at Thorn itself an earlier visitor had been called ‘a bloody 
traitor’ to his face, and there had been talk of killing him if the oppor- 
tunity arose. When the Free Corps came to Wolfsberg the inmates were 
assembled and given a recruiting speech that stressed the material bene- 
fits of joining the BFC. ‘When one of these British conscripts had to use 
the toilets,’ Neville Chesterton remembered, ‘two Aussies followed him 
and threw him into the stinking pit. He had to be pulled out, looking very 
sorry for himself, and smelling to high heaven.’* 

On the whole the recruiting efforts for the BFC proved not worth the 
effort expended. There were, however, a handful of men who were 
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sufficiently gullible (or were facing the alternative of time in jail for 
various offences) to sign on. ‘Some of the more simple and politically 
unsophisticated prisoners still harboured the idea that these leaflets had 
really been sent with the authority of the British government,’ wrote 
Robert Gale, ‘and that, if things became too bad at the stone quarry, they 
could always get away by volunteering to join this anti-communist 
unit.” One recruit, Thomas Freeman, joined with the express purpose 
of wrecking the BFC from within. In June 1944 he managed to get 
fourteen of his twenty-three fellow recruits to sign a petition requesting 
that they be sent back to stalag, forcing the SS to place Freeman and 
company in an isolation camp and hope that more recruits would come 
forward. Poor leadership and a slump in morale following the successful 
D-day landings in Normandy led eight more volunteers to withdraw 
their services thereafter. Transferred to Dresden, the BFC reached a 
peak strength of twenty-seven in January 1945. Morale and discipline, 
however, continued to crumble, and anyone in doubt about the course of 
the war was disabused by the destruction of the city from the air the 
following month. Talk of desertion led the Gestapo to arrest all members 
of the BFC it could find and send them to Berlin. Dragooned into the 
defence of the German capital, but never actually confronted by the Red 
Army, the remaining members of the British Free Corps slipped away 
amid the collapse of the Third Reich in April 1945.7* 

Many of those Britons who agreed to do propaganda work for 
Germany were civilians of one kind or another. There were, however, a 
small number of POWs who agreed to help with radio broadcasts and 
engage in related activity aimed at undermining British morale at home 
or the front. A handful of Kriegies helped to glean information from 
newly captured prisoners at interrogation centres by concealing the fact 
that they were co-operating with the Germans. There were also recently 
captured personnel who broadcast messages to the effect that they were 
safe, a propaganda victory insofar as it drove families to listen in to 
enemy broadcasts in the hopes of hearing news of someone known to 
be missing.” 

In June 1940, with the Anglo-French war effort in tatters and condi- 
tions in the camps near their worst, William Joyce was successful in 
persuading eight men from Stalag XXA (Thorn) to join the broadcasting 
effort in return for a change of identity, civilian clothes, private accom- 
modation, and a salary. Efforts thereafter were far more sporadically 
successful, with one junior Merchant Navy officer along with one RAF 
officer and NCO eventually being persuaded to undertake propaganda 


306 | PATRIOTS AND TRAITORS 


work. Meanwhile servicemen were being warned in England not 
to broadcast under any circumstances if captured, and in real terms 
the effect of German radio propaganda, especially after 1940, was 
negligible.”° 

There was also a handful of Kriegies who assisted the enemy through 
agreeing to get involved in the Katyn affair. The discovery in April 1943 
of the bodies of thousands of Polish officers in the Katyn Forest, 
murdered by Soviet security forces three years earlier, presented the 
German propaganda machine with a unique opportunity to sow discord 
between Britain, the Polish government-in-exile, and the USSR. To 
prove that the Katyn massacre was not a fabrication an international 
medical commission was formed to investigate the site, and British 
medical and senior officers invited to view the remains. From General 
Fortune down, most of those prisoners asked to go refused to do so, 
recognizing that, whatever the truth of the affair, their presence would 
make them tools of the Nazi propaganda machine. Three other ranks, an 
RAMC doctor, and a lieutenant-colonel in the South African forces did 
travel to the site in May, but there are indications that these men were 
already on the road to becoming German pawns.”’ 

Then there were the dozen or so traitors who assisted their captors in 
interrogating other prisoners, chiefly at the air force and army interro- 
gation centres. Soldiers who agreed to help extract information from 
prisoners by posing as fellow Kriegies at Luckenwalde mostly did so as a 
result of intimidation and blackmail. In 1943 Stoker H. H. Rose, for 
instance, was threatened with death as a spy after he exchanged iden- 
tities with an agent provocateur, and eventually agreed to help in interro- 
gation work. Private John Welch of the Durham Light Infantry, 
meanwhile, signed on in exchange for not being court-martialled after 
having been caught in flagrante with a German woman.”® 

The motives of those airmen who worked for the enemy at Oberusel, 
posing as ‘friendly’ fellow airmen in whom newly captured RAF aircrew 
could confide, were a little more complex. The Luftwaffe wanted volun- 
teers who were more-or-less willing rather than simply coerced into 
the job. 

Everything from poor judgement and ideological affinity to fear of 
retribution and mental instability helps explain why certain aircrew did 
what they did. Flight Sergeant Raymond Hughes, an air gunner shot 
down in August 1943, for example, appears to have been afraid of the 
consequences of being captured in civilian clothes (he had been on the 
run). He was also blissfully unaware of the dangers of stating more than 
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his name, rank, and serial number, and gullible enough to think that if an 
RAF officer he met was already working at Dulag Luft then it could not 
be the wrong thing to do. The officer in question was Squadron Leader 
Fitz-Boyd Carpenter, a Mosquito pilot of such garrulous boastfulness 
that he not only talked about his own job but also agreed to work on 
radio propaganda. Flight Sergeant Frank Tipton briefly became a pawn 
of the Germans at about the same time, through what the RAF Special 
Investigation Branch decided was a case of temporary derangement. 
The actions of Squadron Leader Railton Freeman, who eventually did 
radio propaganda work and assisted the camp authorities at Oberusel to 
a limited extent in 1940-1, were governed by his strong anti-Jewish and 
anti-Communist views. 

By far the most dangerous group of traitors from the Kriegie perspec- 
tive consisted of those who accepted work as stool pigeons. A variety of 
Verboten activities and objects, especially those related to escape, could 
be compromised by a turncoat inside the wire learning what was going 
on and spilling the beans to the camp authorities. Bribed, bullied, or 
blackmailed into betraying their comrades, these hidden traitors were 
the assumed cause of a range of major and minor setbacks, and operated 
in lagers large and small. ‘In no camp in which I lived while a p.o.w.’, 
Richard Pape, an RAF navigator who spent years behind wire in six 
different locations, later reflected, ‘did I find 100 per cent loyalty.’*° 

The havoc wrought in 1943 by a turncoat at Oflag IXA/Z (Rotenburg) 
and then Oflag IXA/H (Spangenberg) was, unfortunately, probably 
not atypical. Later thought to be either a private soldier or NCO 
masquerading as a lieutenant, the individual in question pushed hard 
at Rotenburg in the spring to be let in on escape plans. After being 
dressed down by the SBO for his refusal to abide by escape committee 
security rules, he was suddenly whisked out of the prisoners’ section of 
the camp by the German security officer. ‘He gave everything he knew 
about escape plans, contacts with Great Britain and the like’, Peter 
Harwood, the camp escape officer, later recorded. Once again masquer- 
ading as an officer, this stool pigeon was then placed in Spangenberg in 
July and then suddenly taken away—so the Germans claimed—for 
medical treatment. ‘No series of coincidences could explain the sudden 
discovery within forty-eight hours of five separate hides [containing 
escape equipment and, in one case, a radio] which had withstood count- 
less German searches’, Terence Prittie explained. There were also signs 
that the traitor had found out enough to lead the Germans to uncover 
tunnels at both Rotenburg and Spangenberg.’ 
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In an effort to thwart this sort of thing, those responsible for security 
matters behind the wire in the more highly organized compounds did 
their best to uncover plants by interrogating every new prisoner entering 
the camp to establish bona fides. In the early war years an officer’s stated 
identity and background was relatively easy to confirm through cross- 
checking with others who were known to have been to the same places. 
Officers, especially those captured early in the war, either knew each 
other or shared enough background to make this comparatively easy. As 
Sandy St Clair explained of the interrogations conducted at Oflag VIIIF, 
‘most of us had been to a relatively small number of public schools in 
England together or to major universities like Oxford and Cambridge 
before the war’. If this failed, ‘your other means of checking was your 
regiment or your OCTU’. Those who could not be vetted in this way 
stood out, and further questioning could reveal that the man was in fact 
a plant. In the North Compound at Stalag Luft III, an Egyptian arrived 
in 1944 who claimed to have been shot down while serving with the RAF 
in the Middle East. But nobody could vouch for him, and under close 
questioning his cover story fell apart. He finally revealed that he had 
agreed to work as an agent of the Germans under the auspices of the 
Grand Mufti.*? 

There were nevertheless limits to what could be done to foil spies. The 
other-rank population was so large that it was only after repeated inci- 
dents in various locations that word spread through the Kriegie grape- 
vine about the unreliability of particular soldiers. The line between being 
a racketeer or odd man out and being a traitor was sometimes difficult to 
be sure of, and hearsay evidence could condemn a man unjustly. Some 
of the POWs suspected of assuming false identities turned out to be SOE 
and other secret agents whose very survival depended on cover stories 
designed to fool the Germans not being blown. The wartime expansion 
in the armed forces made it increasingly difficult in the latter war years to 
find people who knew, or knew of, newly captured officers, especially 
with respect to the RAF.*? 

Once a stool pigeon had been identified as such, there remained the 
question of what to do with him. In the case of the Egyptian and several 
other plants the line taken was to inform the camp authorities that unless 
the offender was removed at once his survival would be in serious 
jeopardy. In other cases Kriegies sought a measure of retribution before 
handing a man over. Francis Jones observed what happened after a 
group of Australians set a trap that netted an informer who was subse- 
quently confronted in a bathhouse at Stalag IVB (Mühlberg): 
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I pushed through to see what was going on. From the [traitor’s] point of view 
it was more than enough. A tall Australian was standing over him. ‘You yellow 
German [sic] ba-astard!’ he snarled. The lovely Australian long ‘a’ was twice 
its length. ‘You’d squeal would you? Well start now!’ A succession of open- 
handed smacks landed on the informer’s already puffed face. He moaned, 
gibbered, and began to collapse, but it didn’t work. The Australian was at 
fever pitch. ‘Get up, you swine!’ he hissed, ‘there’s more yet!’ The informer 
staggered up again, with a hobnailed boot helping him. Then it happened. The 
Aussie gripped him in one hand and inflicted such murderous punishment with 
the other that before he was finished I had to turn away: and my stomach wasn’t 
a queasy one. 

In the end, eyes blackened, teeth missing, and face unrecognisable, he was 
flung to the ground...I thought he might die, but he didn’t. About an hour 
later, he staggered up and lurched to the First Aid centre; but there was nothing 
doing there. Nobody would lift a finger to help him. He reeled away, managed to 
reach his own hut, and was promptly cuffed and kicked out again. 


In this particular case the camp leader stepped in to prevent the informer 
from being subsequently lynched. But in several instances those in 
charge agreed with those who not only wanted revenge but also thought 
that death would prevent a traitor from being taken out and used 
elsewhere.** 

On an Arbeitskommando near Auschwitz a new arrival claiming to be 
from the Green Howards arrived one day. Enquiries back at Lamsdorf 
revealed that nobody in that regiment recognized his name, and Ser- 
geant Charles Coward had no compunction in ordering that this mys- 
terious stranger be secretly killed and dumped in the latrine pit. In Stalag 
VIIIB those suspected of being stool pigeons might not live long. A 
decomposed body in British battledress was discovered during an early 
thaw in one of the reservoirs kept filled with water in case of fire. The 
identity of this mysterious corpse was never confirmed, but it was 
strongly rumoured that RSM Sherriff had ordered an execution in the 
wake of a particular tunnel being blown. Several months later James 
Stedman was among the Kriegies detailed to empty one of the latrines at 
Lamsdorf. ‘We had to empty the contents of one the cesspools into a big 
metal container on wheels,’ he remembered, ‘and once when I looked 
down I saw a body floating on the top. I was quickly told by an old hand 
to give it a push under, as it was most likely a German stooge who had 
been sent into the camp, dressed in battledress, to spy and try to find out 
where tunnels were dug.’ At Dulag Luft one of the permanent staff in 
1941 was marked for death by three NCO aircrew who were convinced 
that he was a traitor. “Three of us waited for him one dark night’, 
Richard Pape remembered. ‘As he crossed from one barrack to another 
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we fell on him with bricks. A roving searchlight saved his skull from 
being fractured beyond all repair...’ Roger Bushell, the mastermind 
behind the Great Escape from Stalag Luft III, was strongly in favour of 
ordering the execution of an officer who had wobbled a bit at Dulag and 
was now trying to get himself repatriated as insane in early 1944. “This 
man...must be eliminated, bumped off if necessary... He will sell the 
tunnel for a repatriation. It’s a completely unacceptable risk. He has to 
be got rid of! Wings Day eventually persuaded Bushell that the officer in 
question was not an incipient traitor.*° 


In the immediate post-war decades it was popularly assumed that the 
British contingent at Oflag IVC contained only super-patriots. It was the 
camp for bad boys, the dumping ground for officers who demonstrated 
their desire to continue the fight by attempting to escape or otherwise 
making life difficult for their captors. The revelation in the latter 1970s 
that intelligence had been sent to MI9 through code letters from the 
castle only added to the patriotic aura, while news of a British traitor—a 
detail left out of The Latter Days—was seen as the exception that proved 
the rule. In fact the Germans had their eye on at least two other potential 
turncoats in the castle who wore British uniform, and the intelligence 
being sent on activity outside Colditz appears to have been no more than 
typical of that sent from other camps. 

Baiting and escaping were the prime means through which the more 
restless souls cooped up in the castle sought to demonstrate that they 
had not given up and were still at war. However, there was also some 
sabotage undertaken, attempts at psychological warfare, and—as noted 
above—intelligence work not directly connected with breaking out. 

Since Colditz was not a working camp there were not very many 
opportunities for sabotage; restless souls nevertheless devised ways of 
carrying the war to the enemy. Swiss visitors on occasion were given the 
impression by prisoners that conditions in the camp were worse than 
they really were, in turn prompting queries, complaints, explanations, 
and investigations, and thereby thoroughly wasting the time of the OKW 
administrative staff concerned. Razorblade pieces and shards of glass 
were added to the cookhouse refuse due to become pigswill on local 
farms, a practice that had to be abandoned in the face of general reprisals 
and threats by the commandant. A longer-term war strategy was pur- 
sued by Harry Elliott. He collected insects during exercise in the park 
and placed them in holes he had bored in various wooden key beams 


PATRIOTS AND TRAITORS | 311 


within the castle in the hope that termite-style structural damage would 
eventually ensue.*° 

Psychological warfare was also a feature of life at Oflag IVC. As in 
other camps in the early war years, prisoners were subjected to periodic 
special radio news bulletins (Sondermeldungen) announcing the latest 
German triumph over a loudspeaker system. The bad boys of Colditz 
responded by shouting, whistling, banging utensils, blowing musical 
instruments, and generally creating such a cacophony that the Sonder- 
meldung was drowned out. At the same time tallies were kept of the 
losses announced and the impossibility of some of the totals pointed out 
gleefully to guards. Hornets were harnessed to carry messages of the 
Deutschland Kaput variety, and in the later war years—by which time the 
radio bulletins had long been abandoned—attempts were being made to 
generate anxiety among the guards by posting notices with the words 
‘Are you on the list?’ In exchange for co-operative behaviour in the last 
months of the war, Posten were offered specially printed cards indicating 
that the bearer had treated prisoners humanely.’ 

Confined as they were to a castle in Saxony, the useful information 
Kriegies at Colditz could pass on to London concerning outside events 
was rather circumscribed. Those involved in intelligence and code work 
nevertheless assiduously passed on news from new prisoners and what 
was seen, for instance, during individual trips to and from Leipzig for 
courts martial. That this information, along with whatever might be 
observed from within the Schloss, was of rather limited importance is 
suggested by the fact that when caught trying to pass a message on 
bombing effectiveness—his handwriting was identified behind the sep- 
arated backing of a photograph—Douglas Bader was lectured about the 
perils of espionage but otherwise let off. On occasion, however, the code 
group at Colditz was able to respond to specific MI9 queries through 
careful questioning of guards or newly arrived prisoners. Kenneth Lock- 
wood, for example, was able to discover whether or not there was a 
balloon barrage around Dresden through drawing out a friendly guard in 
conversation.*® 

Ill-informed as to what kind of a place they were visiting, recruiters for 
the British Free Corps arrived at Oflag IVC in June 1944. No doubt 
guessing that their charges would assault Britons dressed in German 
uniform, the camp authorities did not allow the BFC men any face-to- 
face contact with prisoners. Instead, recruiting leaflets were passed along 
with the regular mail issue, which produced a strong protest from the 
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SBO and an abject apology from the commandant. A few leaflets were 
kept as souvenirs; the rest were burnt.*” 

The Deutchefeindliche inmates of Colditz were inherently unlikely to 
inform on one another, though as security officer Eggers did do his best. 
‘One of the British orderlies wrote repeatedly in his letters home that he 
was sick of acting as servant to officers and wished he could go and work 
in the mines’, the Hauptmann later explained. A censor brought this 
soldier to his attention and he was brought in for an interview. ‘I could 
send you away, you know,’ Eggers told him, ‘but I should want some 
information in exchange—as to what is going on inside the camp.’ The 
orderly stoutly replied: ‘I may not like it here but I am still British.’*° 

Shortly thereafter an effort was made to plant a stool pigeon in the 
camp. Sub-Lieutenant Walter Purdy, a pre-war member of the British 
Union of Fascists who had been captured as an engineering officer 
aboard an armed merchant cruiser, had been broadcasting alongside 
Lord Haw-Haw in Berlin and getting involved in setting up one of the 
holiday camps. Having made himself persona non grata within the propa- 
ganda fraternity by going absent without leave, he was sent into Colditz in 
March 1944 to act as a spy. ‘What an opportunity!’ Eggers reflected. 
Unfortunately an inmate recognized Purdy from his Marlag days, and 
under intense questioning he more or less admitted that he had been 
working for the Germans. The question then arose of what to do about 
this traitor. The escape officer, Dick Howe, thought Purdy should be 
hanged, and brought together a group of volunteers in one of the rooms 
to carry out the deed. ‘Right,’ Gris Davies-Scourfield remembered Howe 
saying, ‘we’re all here because we agree that it is our very painful duty to 
carry out the hanging of the traitor Purdy. We know what he’s doing here, 
he’s admitted to it, came here as a stool pigeon, so quite clearly it’s our 
duty to, isn’t it? Nobody, however, was willing to be the hangman, and 
instead the SBO informed the commandant that Purdy should be re- 
moved from British quarters for his own safety—which he was.*? 

Walter Purdy, however, was neither the only nor the first British officer 
sent to Colditz suspected of harbouring potentially dangerous pro-Axis 
sympathies. B. N. Mazumdar had been transferred to Oflag IVC in 
August 1941, after complaining too frequently about the inadequacies 
of German medical and other treatment of POWs. ‘Jumbo’ Mazumdar 
was a rather prickly character and, as the only Indian prisoner inside the 
walls, something of a loner. When it was revealed that he was being sent 
to Berlin to meet Subhas Chandra Bose, some of the officers assumed 
the worst. “That bloody Mazumdar’s a spy’, Harry Elliott was heard to 


PATRIOTS AND TRAITORS | 313 


remark. Though an admirer of Bose and a firm Indian nationalist, 
Mazumdar refused to take up the offer of a commission in the Indian 
Legion and was returned to Colditz. ‘We never expected to see him 
again’, Davies-Scourfield admitted. ‘I hold a British commission,’ 
Mazumdar explained, ‘and therefore I owe my loyalty to the King 
whatever my political views and my private feelings may be.’ Elliott 
apologized, but Mazumdar was still sufficiently alienated to stage a 
Gandhiesque hunger strike in order to achieve a transfer elsewhere.*” 

Ultimately just as disappointing for the Germans were attempts to 
capitalize on the fact that the mother of Australian Lieutenant Ralph 
Holroyd was a citizen of the Third Reich. Both mother and son ex- 
pressed a desire to meet, and after an exchange of letters and a stay in the 
capital facilitated by the German authorities, Holroyd had been sent to 
the Sonderlager as a special prisoner. However, despite the anxieties of 
some prisoners, Holroyd evidently gave nothing away in exchange for his 
mother being allowed to visit him at Colditz with Hitler’s blessing in 
March 1944. Two years earlier Holroyd had confided in BQMS John 
Brown in Berlin ‘his intention to play along until asked to do something 
then tell them to go to hell.” 

In the last year of the war, nevertheless, the escape committee at 
Colditz harboured suspicions that another plant might lurk within the 
castle walls. When the first infantryman from New Zealand arrived in 
the summer of 1944 he was treated with great suspicion. It apparently 
took some effort by a New Zealand medical officer to convince the acting 
adjutant, Martin Gilliat, that the rather quiet new arrival was in fact 
Captain Charles Upham, VC and Bar.** 

There were more captives at Colditz actively hostile to the Reich than 
in most other camps. But what they achieved in the way of intelligence 
and sabotage work was by and large typical of patriotic officers else- 
where. Both the type and level of intelligence work were generally similar 
to what was undertaken in many other camps. As for traitors, while it 
was true that the BFC got no recruits from Colditz, the response was the 
same in other oflags: the only officer to volunteer for the corps was in a 
mental hospital at the time, and was repatriated shortly thereafter 
suffering from schizophrenia. As far as stool pigeons were concerned, 
the suspicions that gathered around certain individuals, whether 
justified or not, were typical of the anxieties felt in all other Lagers. 
J. M. Moran, involved in the security side of camp administration in 
the castle, later commented that ‘in every camp’ there were those who 
were never trusted.*” 
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The matters discussed so far, though significant, have not included the 
activity that lies at the heart of the Colditz phenomenon. If there had 
been no daring and ingenious breakout attempts to narrate, no ‘home 
run’ statistics to cite, Colditz would never have achieved its near-myth- 
ical status in British popular culture. Escaping, however, as with other 
aspects of the Kriegie experience, needs to be seen in context. 
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10 Abiding and Escaping 


When belligerents conclude an armistice convention, they shall 
normally cause to be included therein provisions concerning the 
repatriation of prisoners of war. 


(from Article 75, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Prisoners of war...may be required not to go beyond certain fixed 
limits...they shall not be confined or imprisoned except as a 
measure indispensable for safety or health, and only so long as 
circumstances exist which necessitate such a measure. 


(from Article 9, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


The narration of successful escape attempts underlies the success of 
British prisoner-of-war stories in print and on screen in the post-war 
decades. Breakouts always involved an element of risk, and in the case of 
many of the more successful bids were the end result of much fore- 
thought and a good deal of ingenuity. In the hands of those who knew 
how to wield a pen effectively, escape accounts could and did become 
real-life adventure stories in which the protagonists, and by extension 
British POWs in general, were shown as clever and brave young men 
who refused to accept defeat. The second half of the twentieth century 
witnessed a more or less steady stream of popular publications and 
screenplays associating Kriegie life with escape. “There is a kind of 
nostalgia about escaping’, reflected author and former POW Richard 
Garrett in the late 1980s, noting with a certain degree of bitterness—he 
himself was not an escape artist—that it had become ‘one of the war’s 
fringe entertainments’.’ 

Colditz is commonly portrayed as primus inter pares among the camps 
from which British POWs escaped. Books on the Wooden Horse and the 
Great Escape may have rivalled the Colditz Story in terms of sales and 
cinematic potential, but these were about particular escapes rather than 
the overall record of the camp where they took place. Not only did the 
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‘bad boys’ prove the Germans wrong about the castle being escape- 
proof, they also set the record for persistence, ingenuity, and conse- 
quently breakouts. “The impression is abroad that Colditz had almost 
a monopoly on escapes,’ a South African journalist interned in Nazi 
Germany during the war observed several decades later, ‘and that escape 
from it was much more difficult than from other camps.’ The precise 
figures cited have varied over time, but the overall thrust has remained 
constant: there were more escape attempts and more home runs from 
Oflag IVC than from any other camp in Germany.” 

The reality is rather more complex. Though escapes are at the heart of 
popular perceptions of prisoner-of-war life in general and life at Colditz 
in particular, the truth is that a great many captives were willing to wait 
out the war rather than try to make it home. Even at Oflag IVC there 
were those who chose discretion as the better part of valour, and while 
the proportion of dyed-in-the-wool escape artists was higher at Colditz 
than elsewhere, there are reasons to question the validity of an unquali- 
fied belief in the castle always topping the escape league table. Contrary 
to popular belief, nothing was attempted there in the way of breaking out 
that had not been thought up and often tried elsewhere. Moreover, 
despite the formidable defences of the castle, being inside the walls in 
the early war years provided a number of advantages in terms of escape 
that were either not available at all or less common in other prison 
camps. A close look at the escape record of British prisoners suggests 
that—while unquestionably impressive—what was done at Colditz was 
not an achievement sans pareil. 


One of the great myths surrounding British POWs in the Second World 
War is that planning and carrying out daring escapes dominated every 
waking hour. Generated largely through the success of the print and 
celluloid versions of The Wooden Horse, The Great Escape, and of course 
The Colditz Story, this is in fact a false assumption. Most Kriegies 
consciously or unconsciously decided to wait for the war to end rather 
than to try to make it home while fighting continued.’ 

There were a variety of reasons for this. In the years of Axis triumph 
there might seem no reason to break out, since the enemy was soon 
going to win anyway. ‘In the early days of the war,’ Signalman Peter 
Oates reflected on life inside Wolfsberg in 1941-2, ‘when Jerry was 
winning and going from strength to strength, the vast majority of our 
blokes would not have liked to rock the boat.’ Conversely, once it 
became clear that the Allies were going to emerge victorious in the latter 
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war years, many Kriegies justified inaction on the grounds that escape 
had become superfluous. “The most ardent escape merchants were 
prepared to return home in a normal manner,’ Philip Kindersley wrote 
of the post D-day 1944 atmosphere at Oflag 79, ‘and the tunnellers laid 
down their tools for good.’ Why stage a break when the war was soon 
going to be over?* 

Some POWs thought that they had done enough for King and Coun- 
try, without also risking life and limb in trying to escape. Those who were 
seen trying to get away might well be fired at and, when caught, beaten 
up. ‘Others of us,’ Herbert Woolley wrote of the non-escapers inside the 
RAF compound at Lamsdorf, ‘of a more philosophical nature, or per- 
haps less adventurous, were content to adapt to the situation, to make 
the best of it, to wait it out and accept the relative security of camp life in 
preference to the unknown but real danger of escape attempts.’ That 
escaping could be a potentially life-threatening business was underlined 
by a German poster announcing that soldiers and police in certain 
unspecified areas of the country had orders to shoot first and ask ques- 
tions later. In the wake of the massacre of fifty men who had used a 
tunnel to get clear of Stalag Luft III, even MI9 made it clear that 
captured servicemen were no longer duty-bound to try to escape from 
Germany, given the odds against survival.” 

Older men, less restless and less fit than their juniors, were often 
cautious, and sometimes even dismissive, about the possibility of escape. 
This seems to have been particularly true of certain army officers, who 
decided that the odds against success were so great that it was best to 
‘settle down and make the best of it’. Having decided to wait out the war 
themselves, these prisoners were rather jaundiced about younger men 
who did not share their outlook. “They thought it [escaping] a form of 
exhibitionism,’ Jack Poole explained with reference to some of the senior 
figures he met in various oflags, ‘a shocking waste of time and anyway 
why irritate the Germans?”° 

Concern over what a breakout would mean for those not involved was 
a major issue in places where a degree of material stability and personal 
comfort had been achieved. Though collective reprisals were banned 
under the Geneva Convention, escape attempts always brought about 
retaliation in the form of the withdrawal of various ‘privileges’. “Why the 
hell do you want to escape when we’re all having such a cushy time?’ a 
young corporal angrily asked J. E. Pryce when he announced his inten- 
tion of escaping from a working party in 1941. “They never think of those 
left behind,’ as one badly wounded soldier plaintively remarked, ‘Red 
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Cross parcels stopped, no letters from home, treated like [dirt] ...?° In 
some camps there was a good deal of peer pressure not to rock the boat 
that might include even the camp leader or SBO. At Stalag XXA, for 
instance, it was alleged in an official report that there were ‘several senior 
W.O.s who discouraged all escape talk, as such activities would lead to 
the Germans imposing restrictions, and curtailing any existing com- 
forts’. On occasion, hostility based on fear of reprisals could mean that 
attempts were made to sabotage escape plots by fellow prisoners. At 
Eichstätt someone never identified left notes on lavatory doors falsely 
claiming that a tunnel that was about to be put to use was known to the 
Germans, and that those who used it would be shot as they emerged. 
‘Whenever they discovered some escape plan,’ Michael Duncan later 
wrote of a number of his fellow officers at Biberach, ‘they would discuss 
it in loud voices and scathing tones and many a promising plan failed 
through lack of security.” At Thorn a number of senior NCOs were 
thought to have betrayed two successive escapes to the enemy before 
they could be attempted.’ 

Though Arbeitskommandos were easier to get away from than main 
camps, other ranks could argue initially that they were too weak to 
undertake the rigours of life on the run, and later that they did not 
possess the necessary linguistic skills—and that therefore the odds 
against success were too high. “The question of escape creeps up from 
time to time,’ G. R. Manners wrote in his diary in early October 1940, 
‘but I have decided it’s too long a shot.’ The frontiers were distant and 
guarded, and in any case he could not speak German. It was claimed by 
some that in a working camp Kriegies lacked the time and resources to 
manufacture forged passes, maps, compasses, and other pieces of escape 
equipment, and in any case were deep in enemy territory without any 
clear idea of their exact location. Proportionately there were far fewer 
escapes by other ranks as compared to officers. “The question of escape 
did not arise in any real sense’, one soldier admitted in writing about his 
time working for the Reich.® 

Even those who had initially been keen on escape might eventually 
give up the idea. For prisoners captured in the middle and late war years, 
it was disheartening to discover that every scheme they thought up had 
already been tried and that security measures were consequently tighter. 
‘We were extremely keen at first, Mosquito pilot Stephen Johnson, who 
arrived at Sagan in early 1943, later related, ‘but it gradually dawned on 
us that it was just about impossible to think of an original idea that would 
be passed by the Escape Committee. After a while most of us came to 
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the conclusion that the chances of getting out were slim.’ His own 
hopes ‘gradually evaporated’. After one or more failed attempts, captives 
taken earlier in the war might eventually conclude that it could not be 
done.” 

Others began to worry that focusing on escape for years on end was 
having a bad effect on their mental stability. Terence Prittie, who had 
been trying to make a home run since he was first incarcerated at Laufen, 
later wrote at length about why he and several other officers decided to 
cease their breakout activities after being transferred to Spangenberg 
Castle in the summer of 1943: 


For thirty-two months most of us had concentrated all our energies on planning 
escape. As a subject for talk and action it afforded tremendous scope for physical 
and mental endeavour. But single-minded concentration on outwitting the 
Germans definitely began to tell on the nerves of all of us. I found myself 
becoming short-tempered, absurdly secretive, and muddle-headed about the 
details of ordinary life. In nearly three years I had used my brain in what might 
be termed an ‘underground’ capacity... I noticed in others the effects of escape- 
psychosis. They became moody, vaguely and meaninglessly mysterious, almost 
morbidly self-interested. Often they seemed to be only ‘half-there’, for their 
thoughts were nearly always periscoped round the corner of the castle battle- 
ments or down through the flagstones of its courtyard into the bowels of the 
earth. Their eyes tended to become shifty and unhappy, and their slouched 
shoulders gave a curious impression that they were always listening... 


Hard-core escape artists, in short, might eventually risk their minds as 
well as their bodies.'° 

Nevertheless there were prisoners almost everywhere willing to 
gamble—or at least help others do so—in pursuit of freedom. Like the 
majority who chose to wait out the war, the minority who decided to 
engage in escape planning did so for a variety of reasons. 

Guilt over capture sometimes played a role among officers, but more 
common was the belief that it was a man’s duty to try to return to his unit 
and resume a fighting role. Moreover, even if achieving a home run 
seemed unlikely, a breakout would force the Germans to divert police 
and paramilitary forces to hunting down those at large. Figures ranging 
from four to ten Germans being occupied for every one Briton on the 
loose were confidently bandied about inside the wire. Even if an escape 
attempt failed to breach the camp defences, it was a signal to the enemy 
that he could not diminish the resources devoted to guarding POWs. 
‘We continued to fight in Colditz’, Pat Reid proudly proclaimed over 
forty years after his own successful break. ‘We were the besiegers within 
and we were holding down a large number of troops outside.’!! 
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In the case of mass escapes, tying down human resources even took 
precedence over getting men home, since unlike small-scale breaks, the 
absence of more than one or two men could not be concealed on Appell 
and breaks involving more than ten or so persons automatically triggered 
a nationwide manhunt. Not all agreed with this emphasis, not only 
because it lessened the chances of a home run, but also because it gave 
too many Germans too much practice in the art of detecting future 
escapers on trains and roads. ‘Mass escapes—of over about a dozen 
prisoners—were bad news in this respect’, commented Hugh Bruce. 
Adherents of the big break school, however, were undeterred by the 
very high proportion of men from mass escapes who were caught before 
they could reach neutral soil. Against the failure to make home runs, 
they argued that even if nobody got home big breaks were, in the words 
of Jack Champ, ‘a tremendous nuisance’ to the Germans. A tunnel at 
Schubin through which forty officers got out was said to have involved a 
search by 5,000 enemy personnel. The Eichstatt tunnel break in May 
1943, involving over sixty escapers, reputedly tied down over 50,000 
Germans.” 

Both sides in this debate could agree, however, that prisoners getting 
clear of the wire in numbers large or small forced the Germans to beef up 
camp security, usually in the form of more guards who might otherwise 
have been employed on tasks more directly related to the war effort. 
Knowledge that prisoners had escaped, moreover, could provide an 
important morale boost for all but the determined non-escapers. The 
planning and execution of escape schemes, in short, could be seen as a 
form of patriotic endeavour, keeping up spirits and carrying on the war 
behind the wire.!? 

There were also more personal motives at work. Some men were keen 
to get home for entirely private reasons, while most of the hard-core 
escaping types simply could not stand the restrictive boredom of long- 
term incarceration. RAF sergeant John Fancy found life in Stalag Luft I 
a trial almost from the moment he arrived: ‘the confinement was killing 
me’, he later wrote. ‘My active nature revolted at the meaningless daily 
routine which brought my restless body to a halt at the warning fence 
and limited my thinking powers to one obsession, how to get beyond the 
warning wire!’ Such restless souls might make repeated escape attempts 
and never give up trying. Fusilier John Evans, captured in May 1940, 
made five unsuccessful attempts before he achieved freedom on his sixth 
try in January 1945. It took Private Lawrence Marks, another BEF 
soldier, seven attempts to achieve the same result. Fancy himself, though 
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he never made the longed-for home run, was involved in no fewer than 
eight separate escape schemes. 4 

These hard-core types, however, were a minority within the escaping 
fraternity. Wings Day estimated that even in RAF compounds—where 
the proportion of men interested in escape was thought to be higher than 
the norm—only 5 per cent could be counted as true fanatics, the kind of 
man Hugh Bruce described as ‘totally dedicated’ to getting away. The 
majority of those involved also hoped to get home, but found the means 
as satisfying as the anticipated ends.!° 

For some Kriegies the adventure of playing at being a fugitive was as 
important as winning the game. ‘Many looked on escape as a sport’, 
Cyril Rofe found in the RAF compound at Lamsdorf in 1942. ‘It broke 
through the monotony. They did not expect to succeed; they merely 
wanted something to do. The planning passed the time, and the escape 
was a great adventure. When they were recaptured they would do a few 
days in the cooler, then return to start planning once more. A dangerous 
sport, certainly...’ A similar atmosphere was detected elsewhere. 
‘Escape’, Sandy St Clair explained of the prevalent attitude at Oflag 
VIIIF prior to the Sagan massacre, ‘had been treated as a kind of 
special—but dangerous—sporting event. Hazardous at the moment 
of breakout, and again at the moment of capture, but essentially an 
adventure.’!° 

To the more cynical this sort of enthusiast was simply indulging in 
Boy’s Own-style fantasies. Robert Kee claimed that at Stalag Luft III 
prisoners might ‘spend all day wandering happily round and round the 
camp musing on the possibility of a hole in the wire there, a tunnel dug 
there, or an assault with scaling ladders somewhere else’, though very 
few were willing to risk their lives. ‘Many people took this game of make- 
believe to fantastic lengths,’ he added, ‘going through the whole elabor- 
ate business without the slightest intention of ever carrying it out.’ 
Others were more passive, daydreaming about escape but not doing 
much about it. Michael Duncan found that at Biberach in 1941 there 
were many officers ‘who, in theory, would like to escape but who waited 
for someone else to make the plans and who passed the time in the vague 
hope that someday someone would invite them to join an escape party’. 
Wings Day estimated that 50 per cent of RAF prisoners were willing to 
make an escape bid only ‘if it was handed to them on a plate’. !” 

Many of these men, however, while not hard-core escapers, were 
a valuable component of schemes that involved a lot of work. Tunnels, 
for example, usually required not only diggers and people to help hide 
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the soil, but also men to stand watch. There were also Kriegies whose 
skills at forgery, tailoring, trading, and blackmailing made them more 
prized inside the wire than out. To get seventy-six men out in the Great 
Escape, for example, had involved the efforts of several hundred other 
prisoners. 1° 

Furthermore, whether serious or not about breaking out and getting 
home personally, those who became involved at some level in escape 
schemes had found a good antidote to the pervasive tedium of camp life. 
On working parties there were men who walked away simply because 
they were bored and wanted a change of scene (and thereby perhaps 
access to the opposite sex), rather than because they thought they might 
do a home run. In main camps even true escapers might admit that, even 
if a scheme stood little chance of developing to the point of getting clear 
of the wire, it served a purpose to be involved: it was, as Jack Poole put it 
in reference to younger oflag prisoners, ‘a physical outlet from their life 
of boredom’. Hugh Bruce, who would soon find himself in Colditz, 
guessed that a tunnel being planned at Oflag XXIB was not going to 
work because the water table was too high. ‘However,’ he confessed in 
an interview, ‘that is something that I quite enjoyed—going out at night, 
messing about on the roof [of the fort in order to get to a casement room 
next to the moat from which the tunnel was to be dug]—so I continued 
even though I knew it would never get to fruition.’ Though being a hard- 
core escape artist might eventually take a toll, there was little question 
that in the short and medium term there were potential psychological as 
well as physiological benefits to being a member of the escaping club. ‘At 
Spangenberg,’ reflected fighter pilot T. D. Calnan, ‘I had...come to 
realise that to devote all my mental and physical energy to the problem of 
escape had a very beneficial, therapeutic effect. The difficulties and 
variations of the problem were so challenging that I was always fully 
occupied.’ Jim Rogers admitted that ‘we felt rather lost’ after a tunnel 
escape at Laufen on which he and friends had been working was blown: 
‘It had provided the centre of our interest and thinking for so many 
months there seemed nothing to do.’ The cure, of course, was to start in 
on a new breakout scheme. 1° 


The level of difficulty involved in getting away varied from place to place 
and over time, though the general rule was that security precautions rose 
in proportion to the military value of the prisoners and the number 
of escape bids made. Officers therefore tended to be confined more 
closely than other ranks, through persistent bids for freedom and other 
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Deutschfeindlich behaviour by non-commissioned personnel might result 
in them being kept permanently inside the wire. 

Castles and forts were generally considered the hardest places to 
escape from, but even in hut-and-wire camps the defences could be 
formidable, and grew more so as security officers duelled with escapers 
in ‘high-activity’ compounds such as those containing valuable— 
because highly skilled—RAF prisoners. Basic security features usually 
included two wire perimeter fences twelve feet or more in height, topped 
with inward-facing barbed wire, the space of several yards between being 
filled with barbed-wire coils. At night the fences would be lit up by 
electric lamps, while the interior of the camp would be swept by search- 
lights mounted in towers built at strategic intervals along the perimeter. 
Guards would man these towers around the clock, and armed sentries 
would patrol the outside fences. In some cases Alsatian and other guard 
dogs would be let loose in the compounds at night after prisoners were 
confined to barracks. Those wishing to escape might also be in a com- 
pound that was not located next to the perimeter wire—as was the case 
for the RAF at Lamsdorf—which in turn meant that other compounds 
had to be crossed first. Often at least one section of the fenced perimeter 
separated prisoners not from the outside world but from the German 
administrative buildings. Security innovations introduced in the course 
of the war included buried microphones to detect tunnelling and spe- 
cially trained guards—derisively known to the prisoners as snoopers or 
ferrets—whose job it was to roam about the interior of Kriegie com- 
pounds looking for signs of escape activity. A perimeter trench could be 
dug to deter digging under the wire, and heavy vehicles or a roller driven 
or dragged round to force the collapse of suspected tunnels. Prisoners 
would be counted at least twice daily, and whatever type of camp was 
involved, there would be intermittent searches of Kriegie quarters for 
contraband material, the most destructive usually conducted by plain- 
clothes police (commonly thought to be Gestapo) brought in for the 
occasion. Even on working parties, where the wire and other deterrents 
tended to be far less formidable than in main camps, escape attempts led 
to men’s boots and trousers being removed at night as a precaution. The 
enemy, in short, went to some trouble to keep restless types at bay.7° 

Difficult though it might be, getting beyond the wire was only the first 
part of the home-run equation. Beyond the confines of the camp there 
remained the tricky business of travelling hundreds of miles incognito in 
a hostile police state, and either crossing the border into a neutral 
country or linking up with a resistance group in occupied Europe. 
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With millions of foreign nationals to keep track of—not to speak of the 
German population itself—the Reich security services introduced a 
shifting array of identification cards and passes designed to separate 
legitimate travellers from escapees and deserters. The civilian popula- 
tion was constantly urged to be on the lookout for suspicious characters, 
and as the war continued frontier guards grew more and more vigilant. 
The great majority of those who made it clear of their camps were sooner 
or later caught inside Germany. Of the 200 RAF aircrew personnel who 
got out through tunnels in various camps in the course of the war, for 
example, only eight men escaped recapture and made it home.”! 

Those who overcame the formidable odds against ultimate success 
owed a lot to simple good fortune. But in many cases careful planning 
and preparation played an important role, which in turn tended to reflect 
the input of more than one or two individuals. At first this was not 
appreciated, and lone, pair, and small-group schemes were hatched 
and carried out independently; but in the main camps it soon became 
apparent that there were problems with such a laissez-faire approach to 
escaping. Someone might undertake a hare-brained effort that not only 
stood virtually no chance of success but also, when it failed, might alert 
the Germans to more thought-through efforts along the same lines that 
had not had a chance to come to fruition. Those recaptured en route 
to safety also became acutely aware that escapees stood little chance 
unless they had a disguise, a cover story, some identification papers, 
food, and money, plus basic geographical and route information. The 
best way of obtaining all the prerequisites and maximizing the chances 
of success was to pool information and resources by establishing an 
escape committee. 

The form, nature, and role of escape bureaucracies varied over time 
and place. Some compounds, particularly those associated with the 
smaller and less permanent working camps, never organized escape 
committees. The influence of others, especially where representatives 
from camp leader on down were elected—that is, among the NCO and 
other-rank population—was often somewhat limited. Particularly in the 
early years, there might be competing committees in a camp, or one so 
apparently ineffectual that hard-core escapers continued to think they 
were better off working on their own. Over time, however, particularly 
in camps where there was a Senior British Officer to grant it official 
legitimacy and authority, a powerful organization led by a strong escape 
officer could develop that might take precedence over all other bodies. 
At Oflag VIIIF (Mährisch Triibau), for example, the ‘cloak and dagger’ 
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men led by David Stirling clearly ruled the roost, while in the North 
Compound at Stalag Luft III (Sagan), Roger Bushell and his extensive 
and powerful ‘X’ organization brooked no dissent concerning its deci- 
sions in 1943-4.” 

Some escape committees might confine themselves to the ‘aid and 
advise’ role pursued in the RAF officers’ compound at Barth, where the 
only proviso for complete support was that a new scheme should not put 
one already under way in jeopardy. Several others, including those 
mentioned above, insisted on a rigorous vetting process before allowing 
a plan to proceed. The following Air Ministry report on the process 
developed in the East Compound at Sagan makes clear what someone 
seeking support had to go through before getting it in 1942-3: 


A prisoner who had plans for escaping would tell the Escape representative of 
his barrack, who would send him to the appropriate member of the Planning 
Staff. The prisoner would explain his plan, and the advisor would help him work 
it out in detail. The advisor would then explain it to the Head of the Escape 
Committee, who would make the final decision whether or not it should be 
carried out. If the plan was approved and had not already been suggested or 
used by another P/W, the proposer was given first chance to use it. If it had 
already been used or suggested, the head of the EC would choose who should 
attempt it... The P/W chosen would then attend a meeting of the Committee 
where there would be representatives of every department which would be 
involved in his plan. Details would be worked out... 


And this, it should be noted, was ‘a free for all’ in Walter Morrison’s 
opinion, compared to the even more centralized and bureaucratic 
escape system subsequently imposed by Roger Bushell in the North 
Compound.” 

For many escaping types this was all well and fine as long as the 
bureaucrats delivered the goods. The three officers who got away in 
the famous Wooden Horse escape, for instance, conceded that it had 
only been possible as a result of the manpower and material support 
provided once the escape committee in the East Compound at Stalag 
Luft III had been won over to the plan. Mass escapes, furthermore, were 
impossible without a high degree of co-ordination in planning and 
preparation, and few men could organize on their own the clothing, 
rations, and papers necessary for an escape to stand a chance once 
beyond the wire. The Great Escape, which involved the secret digging 
of three very deep and very long tunnels, and the preparation of escape 
equipment for hundreds of men, would not have been possible if the X? 
organization had not drawn in by choice or coercion virtually every 
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prisoner in the North Compound. The equally strong hand exerted by 
the NCO committee at Heydekrug in matters such as trading could also 
be justified by the way in which it developed an escape line to Sweden 
once men had got outside the wire, as well as its success in equipping 
designated escapers. “They did sterling work’, Sergeant John Fancy 
commented, adding that the escape organization at Luft VI had by 
1944 ‘reached such a state of efficiency and self-support that it became 
their proud boast that they could supply a P.O.W. with food, money and 
clothing, and equip him with a complete set of papers permitting him to 
travel, and obtain work, in any part of Germany’.* 

Not everyone, however, was happy with certain escape committees. 
Some aspirant escapers were less than impressed with the way the escape 
bureaucracy in their particular camp functioned. Inevitably there were 
some proposals that were turned down and others that were altered 
(particularly concerning who got to participate in the actual break), 
acts of interference that did not go down terribly well with the more 
independent-minded types. In some camps, what was more, escape 
committees could be dominated by older men who seemed more inter- 
ested in devising and enforcing rules than in getting prisoners home. The 
army committee at Spangenberg was seen by some of the RAF types in 
194I as overly hierarchical and cautious to the point of timidity. Its 
counterpart some miles away at Rotenburg developed the reputation 
of being so intricately organized and fussily bureaucratic that it hindered 
the task of escaping as much as it helped. The escape committee at 
Marlag could and did provide help for particular schemes, but the 
Senior British Officer in particular took an extremely dim view of officers 
who engaged in ‘unauthorized’ escapes. Impatience with the system 
was by no means confined to the oflags. Foot-dragging by senior figures 
and members of the escape committee drove a number of men to try 
their hand independently at Stalag IVB, and an apparently ‘Buggins’ 
Turn’ approach to escape at Stalag 383 was highly annoying to those 
who thought the committee was only going through the motions. 
‘I couldn’t see why I should ask some silly bugger what I could do and 
when I could do it,’ R. A. Wilson wrote, ‘especially someone I thought 
hadn’t a clue.” 

Red tape, in short, could be a problem. Yet there can be no question 
that, in overall terms, the stronger the escape committee the greater the 
resources that could be devoted to a particular effort, both in terms 
of getting out and getting home. In camps where escaping was not 
a priority there was far less chance, for example, of escape aids 
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surreptitiously sent from Britain being recognized and put to good use. 
Recognizing that the chances of escape were greater if POWs possessed 
money, maps, ink, compass parts, hacksaw blades, and sundry other 
useful items, MI9 made a large-scale effort from 1941 onward to 
smuggle such contraband material into Germany. Packages from 
bogus organizations, such as the Licensed Victuallers Association and 
the Local Ladies Comfort Society, as well as various fictitious individ- 
uals, were sent out containing escape equipment carefully hidden in 
everything from playing cards and records to tins and blankets. The 
quantity of equipment dispatched was quite staggering; but it had to be, 
not only because the security staff in some locations learned what to 
watch out for, but also because people inside the wire could not be 
depended on to recognize or take advantage of what was being provided. 
In general terms, the better the escape organization in a particular camp, 
the more likely it was that contraband would be found and used. Though 
there were variations in efficiency and effectiveness, those camps with 
coherent escape committees clearly did better than those without. There 
is no record, for example, of the arrival at Stalag VIIIC (Sagan)— 
housing over 2,800 Commonwealth soldiers from late 1943 until early 
1945, but lacking an escape committee—of any of the over 7,000 Reich- 
smarks, eighty-two maps, twenty compasses, sixteen passes, and six 
magnetized razorblades sent by MIg9.7° 

Whether acting independently or seeking official sponsorship, those 
who were serious about escaping back to Britain had to begin by think- 
ing up a way of breaking out. On many Arbeitskommandos this could be 
a comparatively simple matter. A prisoner might unobtrusively duck out 
of a column when the escort was not looking, while en route to or from 
the job or at the worksite, or if that seemed impossible then work out 
how to get through the comparatively meagre defences of sleeping 
quarters—sometimes just a locked door, and very often not more than 
a single encircling fence that was not patrolled at night. This was why 
over a dozen officers and a slightly larger number of air force non- 
commissioned types—specifically those held in Lamsdorf, where the 
RAF compound was surrounded by army enclosures—began their ul- 
timately successful escape bids by exchanging identities with soldiers. 
Three times as many disguised aircrew NCOs made it back via this route 
as compared to those who broke out of stalags. Over 85 per cent of those 
soldiers who got home from Germany before the end of the war began 
their trek by slipping away in this manner. By the war’s end, indeed, over 
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50 per cent of all recorded ‘home runs’ by Kriegies had begun with a 
break from an Arbeitskommando.*’ 

Most commissioned officers, however, along with plenty of others 
incarcerated in those locations where there was no regular inflow and 
outflow of working prisoners, did not have the opportunity to switch 
identities and prepare a break from a low-security Arbeitskommando. 
This meant that thought had to be given to working out a way of getting 
past the much more substantial obstacles mentioned above, designed to 
prevent escape from the main camps. For these prisoners, plans for 
escape boiled down to variations on three possible approaches: over, 
through, or under the perimeter defences. 

Climbing out of a main camp was attractively direct, but also highly 
dangerous. If those concerned could get over the fences or walls without 
being spotted and without leaving obvious traces of their exit method, 
then it might take several hours or even days for the camp authorities to 
realize that an escape had taken place, especially if only one or two men 
got out and their absence could be covered for on Appell. The odds in 
favour of being caught in the act, however, were very high. Guards on 
the ground and those in watchtowers scanning the perimeter would 
almost certainly spot someone attempting to climb over the wire or 
scale a wall during the day, while the cover offered by darkness was 
limited by floodlights, tower-mounted searchlight sweeps, and in some 
cases guard dogs left to roam the compound after lockup. If seen, 
moreover, anyone halfway up or down a fence or wall ran a serious risk 
of being shot at by sentries, especially since climbing made it virtually 
impossible to accomplish the usual raising-of-arms surrender gesture. 
Acting on the impulse to climb over the wire to freedom, indeed, became 
one of the accepted signs that a prisoner had lost his grip on reality and 
gone ‘wire-happy’.”® 

Despite the risks involved, there were those among the escape-minded 
who thought they knew how to beat the odds against success using the 
‘up-and-over’ approach. It was just a matter of careful observation, 
meticulous planning, and—above all—perfect timing. 

Those who decided to climb their way to freedom, either acting singly 
or in pairs, had first to work out how to avoid being seen while they 
negotiated their way over the perimeter. The cover of darkness was 
usually considered essential, though heavy snowfalls or fog might be 
used as alternate or additional cover. Most important of all, soft spots in 
the defences had to be identified: points where there was less wire to 


332 | ABIDING AND ESCAPING 


cross, fewer lights to dodge, and where sentries did not venture often or 
could not easily gaze—underneath the guard towers they manned, for 
instance. In the first years of the war, especially in hutted camps, stealthy 
exits over the wire (often preceded by hiding out in a secluded spot near 
the main wire or in an adjacent and less well-defended compound) were 
relatively popular, as they did not require special equipment—i.e. wire- 
cutters—and it became clear that perimeter security was not as tight as 
the enemy assumed. In separate bids mounted in different camps in the 
course of 1941, two pairs of RAF sergeants managed to slip out unob- 
served by clambering up the poles and cross-struts supporting a guard 
tower (in one case in broad daylight). At Stalag Luft I a total of seven 
attempts were made to actually climb the wire itself in various parts of 
the camp between 1940 and 1943, all but one of which succeeded in 
getting one or two men away.” 

It was at Oflag VIB in the summer of 1942, however, that the single 
most spectacular fence-hopping escapade took place. In ambition and 
scale of execution the Warburg Wire Job would dwarf all other attempts 
to go over the wire. 

As in other camps, the sentries at Oflag VIB relied on static perimeter 
lighting and searchlights mounted in towers to help guards spot anyone 
moving about outside after curfew. A means of fusing the relevant 
electrical circuit from inside the camp was discovered, and plans for 
Operation Olympia drawn up. Requiring a great deal of advance prep- 
aration and split-second co-ordination, this escape involved sending 
four ten-man teams out from huts near the wire on the night of 30 
August 1942, with specially constructed hinged ladders that would be 
used to climb up and over the fences once the lights had gone out and 
while the guards were too confused to react effectively. ‘So far as we 
could see,’ one of the officers involved reported after getting back to 
England, ‘the operation went like clockwork.’ In fact one team only got 
two men across before it became necessary to withdraw to safety, and in 
another only seven men succeeded; but that still meant that twenty-nine 
officers were out, seventeen of whom evaded immediate recapture.*? 

Nevertheless, the attractiveness of over-the-wire schemes seems to 
have diminished over time as the Germans learned how to strengthen 
their defences, and longer-term but less risky types of escape plan were 
developed. In the more carefully constructed Stalag Luft III at Sagan, 
for example, there were only three planned attempts to climb the wire 
executed between 1942 and 1945. And, rather fortunately in view of the 
risk of mass slaughter in the opinion of some involved, plans laid at 
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Schubin and Mährisch Trübau to carry out mass breaks similar to 
Operation Olympia were never implemented.’ 

Getting over the defences of a medieval Schloss (or, for that matter, a 
nineteenth-century fortress) was often more difficult than climbing up 
wire fencing, as walls and moat facings tended to be high and without 
much surface purchase. Nevertheless, where the will existed a way might 
be found, as illustrated by the ingenuity of successive bids to escape from 
Spangenberg castle. 

The greatest obstacle to overcome at the upper camp at Oflag IXA/H 
was a dry moat surrounding the castle that included a stone-clad outer 
wall that rose to a height of thirty feet topped by a fence. Dick Lorraine, 
while a prisoner at Oflag IXA/Z (Rotenburg), had formulated an escape 
plan whereby, at an opportune moment when sentries were elsewhere on 
their beat, a steel beam—scrounged from a bricked-up lift shaft that he 
had discovered—would be placed on rollers, steadied by cables running 
up to two upper windows, and pushed out of a lower window over the 
wire immediately surrounding the stone walls of this former school. The 
escaper would lie on this metal bridge beam as it was pushed out, lower 
his body to the ground from a rope once over the wire, and be clear of the 
camp. Unfortunately the Sydney Harbour Bridge, as it was known, was 
discovered during a trial run and confiscated. After he was sent to 
Spangenberg, Lorraine, with the support of a number of other majors, 
devised a variation on the bridge theme. The new plan involved a tubular 
boom, resembling a fishing rod—made from trestle-table ironwork and 
capable of being assembled and dismantled in a hurry—being thrust 
over the moat and onto the fence while being guided and supported by 
attached ropes leading up to two upper windows on either side. The rod 
would have hanging from its far end a rope made from knotted sheets 
that escapers—already lowered by rope into the moat—would use to 
climb out. Unfortunately, when an attempt was made to escape this way 
one night in the summer of 1942 a guard appeared unexpectedly, and the 
attempt had to be aborted without a chance to withdraw the rod or 
ropes. Undeterred by this failure, the escapers went back to the drawing- 
board and the following year a new moat-scaling scheme was developed. 
This time a grappling hook with a long ring rope attached would be 
thrown from a window and catch on the fence beyond the moat wall. 
Then a rope ladder, after being hooked vertically to the lower line of the 
ring rope, would be sent across the moat by pulling the main rope 
through a metal ring attached to the grapple itself—in best washing- 
line fashion—until it rested against the wall and could be used by 
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escapers already hiding in the moat. This time the plan worked, two 
majors getting away from Spangenberg castle in October 1943.°” 

One alternative to trying to get across wire or wall was to work out 
ways of passing through rather than over the defences. Breaking out at 
ground level was one possibility. Another was to develop a means of 
exiting via the gate, through either concealment or bluff. Both options 
would be tried repeatedly and in a variety of forms in camps across the 
Greater Reich. 

The main problems associated with penetrating camp perimeters at 
ground level, if gates were being avoided, were the tools required and the 
amount of time it often took to break out. Files and wire-cutters could 
either be made or obtained through bribery and blackmail, but they 
always remained in short supply. The process of cutting through a 
succession of wire fences and obstacles while trying to avoid noise or 
movement that would attract the attention of guards and perhaps also 
dogs, moreover, could take anything from seven minutes to several hours 
to accomplish. Even making the best possible use of cover and camou- 
flage—for example, by operating only at night and wearing colours 
designed to blend with the darkness—the chances of escapers being 
caught in the act in this type of operation were very great. 

The odds improved slightly if blind spots could be identified—that is, 
points on the perimeter where a man working at the wire would be less 
likely to be spotted by sentries in particular guard towers, because of the 
angles of sight involved and the presence of intervening structures—or if 
an escaper could first manage to get himself into a part of the camp 
where the defences were weaker than elsewhere. The latter requirement 
was indeed practically de rigueur in castles or forts, where the thickness 
and positioning of brick and masonry walls made breaking through the 
fences and lumber of a hut-and-wire camp appear an easy option. Hence 
the decision by John Hamilton-Baillie to escape from Tittmoning by 
cutting through the wire of the exercise ground situated beyond the 
castle itself, where weeds and diversions allowed him the necessary 
cover and minutes to crawl out. Here, as in the case of three officers 
who got through the wire at Warburg, much depended on the ability of 
fellow-prisoners to distract the attention of patrolling sentries by one 
means or another. 

The chances of being caught in the act and fired at, however, 
remained great. Though there were well over half-a-dozen successful 
attempts—including one break in which a dozen aircrew got out of 
Stalag IIIE (Kirchhain) one night by crawling through a hole made in 
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an outward-facing barrack wall, and another in which thirteen soldiers 
managed to get through a gap created in the wire at Lamsdorf under 
cover of a thunderstorm—the number of wire-or-wall cutting schemes 
attempted in main camps seems to have been comparatively small. Even 
in the Luftwaffe camps only about fifteen attempts were made to cut 
through wire, of which three came off more-or-less as hoped.*? 

Rather more attractive were those schemes that involved going 
through the camp gates. In addition to the chance of getting out and 
getting home, there was the peculiar psychological satisfaction involved 
in trying to pull the wool over the enemy’s eyes—along with the com- 
forting knowledge that anyone spotted in the act would be within arm’s 
length of arrest by the gate sentries, and therefore less likely to be fired at 
by a patrolling guard or a Posten in a tower. 

In some instances those intent on escape might have a legitimate 
reason in German eyes to be allowed outside the wire or into an area 
of the camp from which an easy exit could then be made. In most cases, 
however, varying degrees of subterfuge or concealment were necessary 
to make gate attempts.** 

Volunteering for day-work parties operating out of stalag compounds 
was a comparatively simple means of walking out for other ranks intent on 
escape. No less than twenty-four Royal Air Force aircraftsmen and NCOs 
got away from local working parties in the Barth area between 1940 and 
1941, while in 1942—the year that OKW decided that even those aircrew 
prisoners with no previous escape record should not be allowed out on 
day-work for security reasons—two RAF sergeants located elsewhere 
successfully made their way home after volunteering for local jobs. All 
of the successful home runs from Thorn and Posen in 1942-3 began with 
the seven Kriegies concerned getting out of the forts under the pretence of 
going to work at some local concern and then slipping away.” 

Officers, however, were not supposed to work at all, and along with 
those NCOs and others identified as likely escapers, were usually only 
allowed outside high-security compounds while on parole (that is, after 
having given their word that they would not attempt to escape). This 
meant a resort to two basic forms of subterfuge on which many vari- 
ations were played: hiding in outward-bound vehicles or containers, and 
walking through the gates in a variety of disguises designed not to arouse 
suspicion. 

Every cart and lorry that entered and exited POW compounds was 
scrutinized by escapers as a possible means of transport to the outside 
world. Impromptu attempts to quietly climb aboard and hide inside the 
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back of a vehicle leaving the camp were hard to resist if the opportunity 
suddenly arose: yet they were unlikely to succeed (in view of security 
checks at the main gate) and potentially quite risky (given the way guards 
tended to use their bayonets for investigative prodding of soft cargo). 
Numerous hopefuls jumped onto carts and buried themselves under the 
foliage debris and tools that were being regularly transported out of the 
newly constructed East Compound at Sagan after it was opened in April 
1942, but none got beyond the gate. “They were lucky not to have been 
bayoneted’, J. M. McGee reflected on an impulsive dive into the exiting 
refuse cart by two NCOs at Hohenfels later in the war: ‘the guards, 
thrusting into the rubbish, turfed them out.’ A real chance of success 
involving transport usually demanded thought and a fair degree of 
preparation.*° 

Carefully hiding under piles of clothing carried outside in hampers for 
laundering or some other purpose was an option pursued by a number of 
officers in various camps, while several escapers also tried secreting 
themselves inside individual palliasses hidden among piles of old straw 
mattresses due to be moved elsewhere. Even less salubrious but more 
commonly possible were efforts to take advantage of the regular depart- 
ure of refuse-disposal carts. Dedicated escapers proved willing to hide 
amidst rubbish or even in sewage whose odour alone might deter guards 
from thoroughly examining an outward-bound cart. With sufficient 
ingenuity it also proved possible to take advantage of piles of empty 
tins from Red Cross parcels collected for outside disposal. At Barth an 
escaper was hidden under the false bottom built into the wooden box 
used to carry discarded tins out of the officers’ compound, while the 
following year at Warburg two intrepid souls wore home-made suits of 
armour that offered protection from probing bayonets after they had 
been hidden under a pile of tins about to be carted through the camp 
gates. It also proved possible on occasion to try hiding in shipping boxes 
when the population of a camp was moved from one location to another. 
Tried in one form or another in at least ten different locations, such 
attempts mostly ended in discovery and arrest at the gates. There were 
nevertheless enough successful breaks—around a dozen—to keep stow- 
away schemes popular into the last year of the war.*’ 

More popular yet were schemes whereby prisoners might, through 
bluff and sheer nerve, simply walk their way out of captivity. A. J. Evans, 
who had himself escaped from Germany in the Great War and worked for 
Milo in the Second World War, described in 1945 the manner in which a 
pair of enterprising soldiers had apparently escaped from a busy stalag: 
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By chance these two soldiers found a pot of white paint and two brushes. There 
was only one exit from the camp, and that was through the main double gates. 
From the Commandant’s office inside the wire, a road led directly to the main 
gate. Starting from the office, the two soldiers, as though on fatigue duty, 
proceeded to paint a white line down the centre of the road. They took their 
time about it, the guards got used to seeing them on this work. At last they 
reached the gate, and seeming in no hurry, stood there chatting and smoking 
until someone opened the gates for them and told them to get on with the job. 
The same thing happened at the outer double gate. Outside the camp they 
continued to paint a line down the centre of the road till, seizing the opportunity 
of a convenient corner, they unobtrusively disappeared.*® 


The vast majority of walkout attempts, however, were much more 
elaborate. Involving as they almost always did the prior fabrication of 
Posten uniforms or alternate disguises (mostly civilian labourers and 
working prisoners of various nations), the forging or procuring of pass 
documents, the building up of detailed knowledge as to enemy habits 
and exit procedures, and preferably the incorporation of at least one 
participant who could speak German, walkout attempts from main 
camps usually required a great deal of preparation and support. There 
were, nevertheless, a significant number of such attempts, of which an 
unusually high proportion succeeded in getting escapers beyond the 
confines of the camp. 

This was particularly true in the early war years. Walkouts were staged 
no fewer than nine times between July 1940 and April 1942 by officers at 
Stalag Luft I, and eight times the men involved got away. Of the six 
attempts made at Oflag VIB between the date the camp opened in 1941 
and the point at which it closed in 1942, four enabled escapers to get 
outside the wire. There were also successful gate schemes mounted in 
this period at Biberach, Bad Sulza, and Spangenberg. Over time, 
though, the chances of success diminished as security improved. 
Hence, after the move to the East Compound at Stalag Luft III only 
two of the eight walkout schemes staged by RAF officers in 1942-3 came 
off successfully. Fewer attempts seem to have been made in the second 
half of the war, and with a lower rate of success. Four disguise-based 
escape attempts were made in the North Compound at Sagan in 1943, 
two of which failed. Similarly, of the three gate tries made by RAF 
officers at Barth between 1943 and 1945, only one came off.*” 

Increased vigilance on the part of sentries, however, tended to be 
confined to compounds where successful walkout attempts had already 
occurred, which meant that in newly established camps skill and luck 
might still favour escapers. In November 1942, for instance, five army 
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officers got out of Eichstätt by doing a good impression of French 
prisoners under escort who had supposedly arrived earlier in the day to 
visit the English dentist, while in August 1943 a pair of army sergeants 
equipped with false passes managed to bluff their way out of the main 
gate at Hohenfels dressed as sentries.*° 

Even in high-risk camps, furthermore, more official scrutiny might be 
countered successfully by greater ingenuity on the part of would-be 
escapers. Impersonating military or civilian figures who visited the com- 
pound on a semi-regular basis, rather than just playing a generic sentry 
or worker, could add to the chances of the bluff working, as might 
figuring out ways to avoid gate guards who would be on the lookout 
for fake passes. 

Careful impersonation, for example, lay behind the success of Pat 
Leeson in getting beyond the wire. Taking note of the appearance of a 
Polish chimney-sweep working on an intermittent basis at Barth, and 
managing one day to ‘borrow’ the man’s pass long enough for a reason- 
able facsimile to be produced, Leeson made himself a version of the 
man’s clothing and equipment—complete with battered top hat made of 
cardboard, coat and trousers covered in soot, and something resembling 
a chimney brush—and after the real sweep entered the compound one 
day in mid-March 1942, exited in disguise without incident through the 
main gate while the real sweep was still inside the camp. Only the ill-luck 
of running into the German staff members they had thus far successfully 
impersonated prevented two other RAF flight lieutenants from achiev- 
ing a similar result at Barth at about the same time and the North 
Compound at Sagan a year later. The arrival of a party of Swiss inspect- 
ors at Warburg was used as cover in July 1942 to successfully stage the 
carefully pre-planned exit of Captain Terence Prittie and others dressed 
up to resemble their neutral visitors—a remarkable feat of group imper- 
sonation thought to have been carried off previously in other oflags.*’ 

Making use of disguises to get away from some point other than a 
main gate also resulted in a number of notable breaks, especially in the 
later war years. Guards escorting parties to delousing sheds or bath- 
houses outside the main compound were more easily fooled than gate 
sentries, since anyone walking away from these locations dressed as 
someone other than a POW would not have to produce a pass or 
undergo scrutiny at close range. It was even possible to avoid the gate 
by successfully bluffing one’s way over the wire, as George Grimson 
demonstrated in the NCOs’ compound at Sagan in June 1943 by dress- 
ing as a civilian electrician, equipping himself with a ladder, and doing a 
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brilliant job in fluent German of pretending to be on official business 
testing telephone wires that ran out from a sentry tower.’ 

The alternative to trying to get over or through a camp perimeter by 
one means or another was to try to go under it. Though time-consuming 
(usually months of hard digging), materiel-intensive (the need to shore 
up shafts), hard to mask (entrance camouflage and dirt disposal), and 
potentially lethal (roof falls), tunnelling proved to be popular across a 
wide band of the escaping fraternity. Tunnels were an obvious means of 
getting out, and also offered more opportunities than other methods to 
stage mass escapes. Furthermore they were much safer—in terms of 
risking being shot at—than having a go at the wire. In the early months 
tunnels were in fact the single most common form of escape effort for the 
RAF in hutted camps.*? 

Tunnelling could not be pursued everywhere. Fortresses might be 
built on stone and often had masonry floors and foundations that were 
enormously difficult to chisel through. Some of the hutted camps might 
be on land where the water table was very near the surface or on soil that 
was loose enough to be a serious underground hazard. Even under the 
best conditions, more in the way of engineering skill was required for 
tunnels than early enthusiasts imagined, and the longer they took to dig, 
the greater the chances of discovery by increasingly expert security staff. 
‘The amount of labour devoted to tunnels in this war is really as- 
tounding,’ A. J. Evans reflected, ‘but relatively few have been success- 
ful.’ The majority were either written off or discovered—over sixty in the 
East Compound at Stalag Luft III alone—and only one in thirty-five 
starts ended in a usable exit in RAF camps in general.** 

On the other hand, experience and ingenuity could help overcome 
both natural and man-made obstacles to successful tunnelling. Over 
time better camouflage techniques were developed for shaft entrances, 
and ways were found to begin a tunnel close to the wire, as with the 
famous Wooden Horse affair (in which a vaulting-block was used as 
cover for sinking a concealed shaft) and related but more quickly dug 
‘moler’ schemes. Alternatively, a combination of engineering skill and 
co-operative effort might allow in later years for tunnels deep enough to 
evade discovery by sound detectors or ground probing, yet buttressed 
with enough timber to minimize the danger of sudden collapse, as with 
the Tom, Dick, and Harry shafts of Great Escape fame. Given enough 
time and willing labour, man-size holes could even be sunk into appar- 
ently impermeable rock, as an ultimately unsuccessful (but nevertheless 
very impressive) tunnel dug at Schloss Spangenberg demonstrated.*” 
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Those shafts that got all the way from under a hut to a point beyond 
the perimeter, moreover, could pay off spectacularly. In September 1941 
twenty-six officers exited through a tunnel at Biberach, followed eight 
months later by fifty-two prisoners held at Kirchhain. In March 1943 
thirty-three men got away from Schubin, followed in June by another 
sixty-five from Eichstätt. And, in the most famous tunnel break of the 
war, a grand total of seventy-six officers escaped from the North Com- 
pound at Sagan in March 1944. Especially if the primary aim was to get 
as many men out as possible in one go, and thereby cause maximum 
inconvenience to the enemy—without knowledge, of course, that Hitler 
would become infuriated enough to order the execution of fifty recap- 
tured men in the wake of the Great Escape—then tunnels were undoubt- 
edly a worthwhile option.*° 

For those willing to seize opportunities when they were offered, it also 
proved possible on occasion to make breaks while in transit under guard 
from one location to another. ‘It is difficult to envisage a more desperate 
or dangerous means of escape than leaping from the window of a train 
travelling at high speed with absolutely no protection,’ Jack Champ 
reflected on those who tried on the journey from Warburg to Eichstatt, 
‘and with the full knowledge that one could easily jump straight into an 
oncoming pole, tunnel, or the many railway utilities that border a track.’ 
Dropping through a hole in the floor of a cattle truck was just as 
dangerous, given the high risk of being crushed under the wheels. 
Nevertheless, and in spite of a number of deaths and the inherent 
unlikelihood of being at liberty for long—anyone train-jumping would 
have little in the way of escape kit—transit breaks were popular among 
hard-core escapers.*’ 

Time spent recovering in hospitals might also be seen as an opportun- 
ity to escape. Some staff doctors and other officers were rather ambiva- 
lent about this form of exit, feeling that an escape would be likely to 
bring reprisals down on the heads of men who were suffering to begin 
with. Individual attempts were nevertheless made, plus a fifteen-man 
break from the transit camp at Rouen where those passed for repatri- 
ation were being held after the collapse of the negotiations over the first 
Anglo-German exchange of sick and wounded in the autumn of 1941.48 

Even more controversial than hospital breaks were attempts to fake a 
serious illness (either physical or mental) and thereby be repatriated in 
an exchange. Especially in light of the heroic self-denial of men such as 
Group Captain H. M. Massey who had pointedly refused to be repatri- 
ated on medical grounds, trying this particular dodge was, for some, 
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‘humiliating and smacking of cowardice and therefore rather infra dig’, 
in the words of Flight Lieutenant Paddy Denton. The main problem 
with this type of escape, though—a route home which is completely 
ignored in official reports—was that a man pretending to be sick might 
displace a prisoner who really was seriously ill: hence the insistence by 
British medical officers at Oflag IXA/Z that the SBO issue orders that 
genuinely serious medical cases should take precedence over anyone 
thinking of a try-on prior to the visit of the mixed medical commission 
in the latter stages of the war.*” 

Especially at first, though, before it was clear that there would be 
limits on the numbers sent home, there was much less moral or official 
resistance. At Lamsdorf, for example, some of the British medical staff 
encouraged those with comparatively inconsequential complaints to 
have a go. Even after the precedence question began to arise, moreover, 
there were many prisoners—including some doctors—still desperate 
enough to try faking their way home.” 

This, however, was more easily imagined than accomplished. Com- 
plaints that could not be linked to serious maladies got nowhere, and 
wounds of sufficient seriousness to warrant an interview with the mixed 
medical commission—say a shattered or missing limb—could not be 
self-inflicted. Attempts to mimic the signs of tuberculosis by swallowing 
soap and tinfoil or painting iodine patches on the skin prior to the taking 
of a chest X-ray all proved at best only partially successful; and ingesting 
foreign substances might in any event be genuinely harmful. Sam Kydd 
knew of a Kriegie who ate twenty cigarettes on the assumption that this 
would have an impressive effect on his heart rate: ‘but all it did was 
make him violently sick and give him a nicotine complexion!’ It was 
easier to pretend to be partially blind or to have gone deaf, but close 
examination by German or Swiss doctors usually indicated that there 
was nothing really wrong. One soldier who seemed to have lost his 
hearing in an industrial accident was eventually sent before the commis- 
sion and appeared genuinely deaf, but failed at the last moment when, in 
response to a parting question by one doctor while walking out, he 
involuntarily turned round: ‘just in time to see the president tearing up 
the certificate.’°! 

There were nevertheless some successes. Those with genuine medical 
problems might convince the commission that their health was far worse 
than it was, and with sufficient knowledge, preparation, and skill even 
healthy prisoners might be passed as physically incapable. Having 
learned that the symptoms included yellow skin and swollen ankles, 
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Richard Pape was able to mimic acute nephritis (kidney disease) at 
Heydekrug. He induced the necessary swelling through having his 
ankles flicked with a wet towel for several hours, dyeing his skin, and 
obtaining a urine sample from a real case before being first examined. 
Just to be on the safe side Pape subsequently added symptoms of 
pleurisy (through smoking dried sunflower seeds for three days straight) 
and tuberculosis (by having a friendly German orderly substitute a chest 
X-ray of a real case for his own). He was passed for repatriation and 
returned home in the autumn of 1944.°” 

Mental illness might also be faked successfully. With the help of a 
former medical student, Paddy Bryne was able to develop all the out- 
ward signs of someone going slowly insane in the North Compound at 
Sagan—lack of appetite, insomnia, memory loss, plus increasingly odd 
remarks and general incoherence in word and deed. He was eventually 
passed as mentally incompetent, and while waiting to be repatriated ran 
a one-man Lunacy School that helped four other RAF officers success- 
fully fake psychological problems. Knowledge that some of those who 
came before the commission were trying to work their ticket home might 
lead to a certain amount of scepticism, however, and posing as a lunatic 
required so much effort over so much time that it was feared that a 
Kriegie initially pretending to be mad might devolve into someone 
genuinely in trouble. ‘My biggest worry now’, a young soldier quietly 
remarked after being passed for repatriation, ‘is to be able to prove that 
I’m sane when I arrive [home]. 

In the meantime, for those thinking about breaking out rather than 
being sent home among the incapacitated, getting beyond the wire was 
only the beginning. There then arose the awesome prospect of crossing 
hundreds of square miles of enemy territory in search of a safe haven. 
Once again the odds against ultimate success were high to begin with 
and grew more so with time. In a totalitarian state eventually awash with 
foreign workers, those at large ran a serious risk of being arrested by 
policemen of various sorts on the lookout for anyone suspicious, and 
both ports and frontiers were increasingly well guarded. Once the au- 
thorities realized that a break had taken place, moreover, an alert would 
bring about a heightened state of security and, in the case of mass 
escapes, active searching by up to 50,000 home guard, police, and Hitler 
Youth members. Of the 200 aircrew prisoners who successfully broke 
out of tunnels, only eleven made it to safety.>* 

Beyond the problem of getting beyond the wire, several essential 
questions confronted potential escapers and escape committees. Was it 
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possible to make a break secretly? What country should escapers make 
for? And how should they try and get there? 

There was no way to cover up a mass break for more than a few hours 
at most, but the absence of individuals or pairs could be at least tempor- 
arily masked on Appell by various means. The simplest way was to have 
men quietly dodge from one place to another during the count so that 
the ultimate tally showed all present and correct. More sophisticated 
means included hiding men inside the camp, thereby giving the 
Germans the impression that an escape had already taken place and 
allowing the Appell numbers to genuinely match when a real escape was 
staged and the ‘ghosts’ re-emerged, and constructing head-and-shoulder 
dummies that could be held up and be counted in the middle ranks on 
parade—as at Marlag (O), where ‘Albert’ did yeoman service.”” 

As for where to aim for, there were a number of possibilities, none 
without its hazards. The USSR was close for those escaping from the 
eastern stalags in 1940-1, and indeed over 14 per cent of all successful 
escapers crossed the border into the Soviet Union. Even before the Nazi 
invasion abruptly put an end to this route in June 1941, however, it had 
become evident that fleeing Britons would not receive a warm welcome 
in Stalin’s Russia. Escapers heading east risked being shot by border 
guards, and those who made it were almost invariably arrested and 
imprisoned under terrible conditions. 

Throughout the war Switzerland was a natural choice—over 18 per 
cent of home runs involved crossing this border—but the frontier was 
closely watched and several unhappy escapers were caught just inside 
Germany. Almost 30 per cent of successful escapers got home through 
Sweden, but this route usually involved stowing away on a Swedish ship 
at a German port where quays were patrolled, vessels searched, and 
captains faced dire consequences if they were caught hiding anyone. 
Unsympathetic masters might even turn back once at sea if a stowaway 
was discovered. Travelling into occupied Europe—a route taken by 47 
per cent of ultimately successful escapers—opened up the possibility of 
being helped by underground resistance movements, but also increased 
the chances of being at best interned under prison-camp conditions in 
places such as Vichy France and Hungary, and at worst being executed 
by the Gestapo for having consorted with illegal enemies of the Reich.”° 

A method of travelling across Germany without getting caught in 
transit also had to be decided on. Here too there were a number of 
options open to escapers, with opinions differing and evolving as to the 
most reliable. 
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Especially at first, it was assumed that walking cross-country in dark- 
ness and hiding during the day would be best, since this was the way a 
number of famous First World War escapes had been accomplished, and 
because money, passes, and disguises were not necessary. “To move only 
by night, choosing a sparsely inhabited route, and to remain well-con- 
cealed during the hours of daylight: those were our maxims’, Major A. S. 
B. Arkwright explained of the plans he and his fellow escapers had made 
for travel after getting over the wire at Warburg. Yet more often than not, 
those who tried this option either singly or in pairs found themselves in 
serious difficulty. Due to a combination of lack of stamina arising from 
the limited camp diet and uneven terrain, distances covered were less 
than anticipated and escape rations therefore ran out sooner than 
expected. Hunger and fatigue, combined with constant exposure to the 
elements, took both a physical and psychological toll. In a bid to make up 
for lost time marchers might decide to try the roads, where they were far 
more likely to be picked up. Others eventually reached the stage where 
they were ready to give in. “The Stalag floated in our minds, a mirage of 
fellowship and ordered routine’, Douglas Collins wrote of how he and his 
escaping partner felt after several weeks on the run. ‘Maybe it wouldn’t be 
so bad to be caught, whispered the inner voice.’ The end result was a host 
of failed night treks, though there were also a few successes.’ 

Stealing bicycles was one alternative favoured in certain circles at 
Lamsdorf and elsewhere. Cyclists ran the risk of being stopped on the 
roads, but could cover much greater distances in much less time than 
men on foot and thereby increase their chances of success. Thomas 
Speed, for instance, after slipping away from a Stalag IXC Arbeitskom- 
mando in May 1943 and acquiring a succession of bikes, got to the Swiss 
border—which he crossed by other means—within five days. Many 
pilots, not surprisingly, dreamt about stealing an aeroplane and flying 
to freedom (a hope encouraged by MI9 when it secretly sent out cockpit 
layout plans for various types of enemy aircraft), and indeed on several 
separate occasions between 1941 and 1945 escapers came very close to 
success on German airfields.”® 

An escaper could not count on finding a bicycle, of course, and only 
pilots could think about stealing a plane—and even the most successful 
of the latter group never managed to get beyond the stage of trying 
without success to start the engine of an unfamiliar aircraft. The obvious 
alternative, if speed was the aim, was to travel by rail. 

Though successful home runs were achieved by soldiers who climbed 
aboard goods trains, this method of transport could be dicey, since the 
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ultimate destination might not be known. Routes and timetables for 
passenger trains might be obtainable by various covert means, but 
tickets required money, mainline stations were heavily patrolled, and 
express trains in particular were subject to constant security checks. 
Anyone thinking about riding the rails in relative comfort with any 
hope of success, in short, usually needed not only Reichsmarks but 
also a good disguise (with cover story and fake identity papers to 
match) and enough German (or at least a partner who spoke the lan- 
guage) to back up the false paperwork indicating that the traveller or 
travellers concerned were, say, foreign workers authorized to be on the 
move. The skills and materials necessary to prepare with this degree of 
thoroughness were rarely available on working parties, and even in those 
main camps where escape committees were well organized and supplies 
from MIọo were available, a great deal of time, ingenuity, and collective 
effort had to be put into equipping escapers for train journeys. “The 
railways came to be urged not because they were easy,’ Hugh Bruce 
explained, ‘but because eventually we found that this was overwhelm- 
ingly the best method of travel.’ In all, around sixty home runs from 
camps in the Greater Reich involved passenger trains at some point in 
the journey—roughly a third of the overall total—as against about 
seventeen that involved goods wagons.” 

Success or failure in getting out and getting home, though, was not 
entirely dependent on the degree of planning and preparation put into 
an escape. Fortune also had a role to play. A promising tunnel might be 
discovered quite by accident; a disguised escaper might run into the 
guard he was trying to impersonate or some other German who recog- 
nized him; someone could find himself arrested within sight of the Swiss 
border or aboard a Swedish vessel that had already left its moorings. On 
the other hand, a sergeant might steal a succession of bicycles without 
incident, cycle his way leisurely to the Baltic, and stow away aboard a 
ship and get to Sweden without once being challenged; an escaper who 
spoke no German might still end up bluffing his way through security 
checks on trains; or a pair of escapers without papers or civilian clothing 
might locate and be able to cling to the underside of a train destined for 
Switzerland. ‘Luck is the most essential part in an escape’, David James 
wrote shortly after the war, an opinion reflecting not only both his own 
failed and successful attempts at Marlag—in the former he had the nerve 
to travel for several days disguised as ‘Ivan Bagarov’ (i.e. ‘Bugger-Off’) 
of the Bulgarian navy—but also the accounts of other prisoners he had 
read on his return to England. Hugo Bracken, a Fleet Air Arm officer 
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interviewed about his experiences at Stalag Luft III and other camps 
several decades later, agreed: ‘there was a hell of a lot of luck in it... ’°° 


It took more than luck, to be sure, for the men of Colditz to establish 
their enviable escape record. The OKW goal was to secure their bad 
apples, escapers in particular, in one very special basket. Schloss camps 
were hard to get out of to begin with, and the security precautions taken 
at this Sonderlager, including four roll-calls a day and a garrison that 
outnumbered the prisoner population, were to be much more stringent 
and extensive than elsewhere. Oflag IVC was indeed a tough nut to 
crack—but there were inherent flaws in the policy of concentration 
that help to explain why, fortune aside, Colditz came to be anything 
but escape-proof. With their common background as troublemakers, an 
unusually high proportion of the inhabitants favoured escaping from 
Oflag IVC in principle and supporting it in practice. ‘All of us were 
escape minded’, Kenneth Lockwood later stated emphatically, going on 
to assert that this ‘was always the spirit in Colditz’. Even those slightly 
less desperate than others to get away from the castle recognized the 
need ‘to present oneself to the rest of the chaps as being that sort of 
chap’, as James Moran put it. Placing the known escapers in one place 
further meant that a greater store of knowledge about types of breakout 
and methods of travel could be built up than was the case in other 
camps. The castle became a hive of creative activity, in which a wide 
range of escape possibilities—including the famous Colditz glider—were 
actively explored. In consequence, the number of escapes relative to the 
number of inhabitants was actually greater at Colditz than elsewhere. 
Well in excess of a hundred direct and indirect British escapes were 
attempted, thirty of which succeeded in setting men loose and eleven 
of which resulted in a total of fifteen men getting home. Thus the 
Sonderlager came to possess, in the words of Tommy Catlow, ‘the 
highest successful escape record of any POW camp in Nazi Germany’.°’ 
Colditz as escape capital of the Third Reich is nevertheless a vision 
that ought to be kept in perspective. Even at Oflag IVC, the reasons for 
and level of commitment to escape varied between people and over time, 
and the home-run record in particular needs to be qualified and placed 
in a comparative dimension. What happened at Colditz was unquestion- 
ably impressive, but was less sui generis than is popularly supposed. 
Though it is easy to see why some former inmates could assume the 
contrary—there was no openly anti-escape faction at Colditz of the type 
that existed in other camps, and collective morale was boosted by 
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successful breaks—commitment to escape was in fact far from absolute 
within the castle walls. ‘Generally escaping was limited to the keen 
types’, Jim Rogers remembered of the sixteen-odd men he dubbed the 
Kings of Colditz. ‘It would have been too difficult for me to escape from 
Colditz,’ Lieutenant John Watton candidly admitted of his time in Oflag 
IVC from August 1941 onward, ‘as I did not consider myself competent 
to achieve the skill and effort required...’ A willingness to pitch in and 
help assist in breakout bids was practically de rigueur, especially in the 
early war years, but age or other limitations led many officers to con- 
clude early on that they ought to be spear-carriers rather than protagon- 
ists in the great drama of escape. ‘I wasn’t involved in it much’, Major 
Montagu Champion Jones, who arrived at Colditz in the summer of 
194I, pointed out in an interview. ‘I hadn’t any abilities that way, 
particularly—I didn’t speak German—and I thought “‘my role is better 
helping those with a chance of getting out, really.” >? Pitched into the 
castle a week later, Jimmy Yule subsequently recalled that while willing 
to help the cause, he thought others had a greater claim to escaping and 
admitted that the support he gave ‘was a gesture more than anything 
else’. Those who actually tried to get out numbered only in the low 
dozens, with the proportion of attempts (both absolute and in relation to 
the size of the British contingent) significantly dipping in the later war 
years. ‘I would be surprised if more than a quarter really wanted to 
[break out], if that’, Michael Burn, who arrived in the summer of 
1943, later commented in reference to his decision to give up trying to 
escape. Entering the courtyard at about the same time, Major Miles 
Reid, in his early forties by this point, neither contemplated a breakout 
nor was asked to help others do so. By 1943-4 even some of the keenest 
types were coming to accept that most exit methods had already been 
tried, and that, as Kenneth Lockwood put it, ‘Eggers was getting very 
good at blocking exits’. In the early years at Colditz the British contin- 
gent had viewed escaping as a morale-boosting game of wits. By the 
summer of 1944, with a notice having been posted announcing the 
creation of ‘death zones’ in which strangers would be shot on sight— 
‘escape from prison camps is no longer a sport!’—and news of the Sagan 
massacre circulating within the castle, Hugh Bruce decided ‘it was pretty 
clear that escaping was no longer in any way a reasonable risk’. The SBO 
ordered a halt to breakout attempts—an order confirmed by MI9—and 
though escape planning continued, only Mike Sinclair actually tried to 
beat the odds in his ill-fated leap over the exercise enclosure wire in 
September 1944. After that the field was left to Francis ‘Errol’ Flinn, 
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who, with the help of one of the doctors, finally managed to convince the 
Germans that he had gone insane and ought to be repatriated.°” 

It might also be argued that those involved in escape plans at Oflag 
IVC were no more ingenious than their counterparts in other camps, and 
indeed that a number of escape innovations usually associated with 
Colditz were in fact pioneered elsewhere. Hiding someone in an old 
palliasse was tried successfully not only at Colditz in May 1941 but also 
at Biberach at around the same time. Walking out of the gate in disguise, 
as Airey Neave tried to do at Oflag IVC in September of the same year, 
was a method already attempted by officers at both Stalag Luft I and 
Oflag VB. Concealing an escaper in a box of prisoners’ belongings due to 
be carried out of camp was accomplished at Colditz in the autumn of 
1942, but was nevertheless a means of exit that had been first used four 
months earlier at Marlag. ‘Ghosting’ was pioneered at Spangenberg 
about eighteen months before it was introduced at Colditz in late 
1942, while the idea of making oneself up to pass for a particular member 
of the guard—the Franz Josef affair of May 1943—-was something that 
had been attempted more than a year earlier at Barth. Even the famous 
two-man glider, built in the course of 1944 in an attic but never used, 
was not a unique concept. The glider idea had first been mooted at 
Sagan and was also apparently examined at Spangenberg.’ 

Colditz was unquestionably a difficult place to break out from, but it is 
worth remembering that those aiming for home runs from the castle had 
a few advantages denied to many of their counterparts elsewhere. Over- 
all they had better access to money, maps, and other contraband mater- 
ial covertly sent from Britain to POW camps in Germany. Even more 
significantly, down until the last two years of the war they could obtain 
help from foreign prisoners who possessed escape-related material or 
skills that they themselves might lack. 

Though exact comparisons are difficult to make in view of the varying 
types of data presented in reports, it nevertheless appears that more MI9 
escape aids reached prisoners at Oflag IVC compared to many other 
officer camps. Of the ‘special’ parcels sent out from Britain in 1941-2, 
for instance, the escape committee at Colditz seems to have received 
about double the number received by Barth—despite the fact that there 
were well over three times as many British officers incarcerated in Stalag 
Luft I during this time than at Oflag IVC. Although those involved 
complained of the difficulties of smuggling contraband parcels past 
vigilant security, and the majority of material dispatched was intercepted 
at Colditz as elsewhere, it is worth noting that whereas no mention is 
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made of receipt proportions in the official narratives of other camps, the 
report on the history of Oflag IVC confirms that the escape committee 
here ‘acquired a great deal of escape material’ from MI9.°* 

Being in the one multinational camp in which prisoners from different 
nations could easily mix proved to be of no small significance in relation 
to various aspects of escape. At a general level a healthy competitive 
spirit developed between the various contingents, the successes of one 
nation spurring the others—not least the British—to new feats of invent- 
iveness and daring. In more specific ways, both the Poles and the Dutch 
in particular could offer the British at Colditz special advantages that 
increased the chances of successful escapes. Having mastered the art of 
castle door-lock picking before the British came, members of the Polish 
contingent were happy to teach the new arrivals their secrets. Pairing an 
Englishman with a Pole for an escape attempt was advantageous, insofar 
as it would be easy for the Polish officer to pose as one of the hundreds of 
thousands of Polish labourers at work in the Greater Reich and thereby 
offer cover for a ‘silent partner’ on train journeys that would be entirely 
absent if, say, two Britons who did not speak the language tried to pass 
themselves off as foreign workers. The Dutch were even more useful, 
since their greatcoats, caps, boots, and other uniform parts could be 
easily altered to resemble the German equivalent and—most import- 
antly and in marked contrast to most British prisoners—they could 
speak practically flawless German. Though all five Anglo-Polish break- 
out attempts failed, three of the eight joint ventures with Dutch prison- 
ers got the pairs involved well beyond the perimeter, and two were home 
runs in which the ability of the Dutch officer to communicate in German 
proved vital, thereby accounting for two-thirds of the successful British 
breakout escapes starting from inside the castle and ending in a neutral 
country.°° 

The British home-run figures have themselves been subject to a 
certain amount of popular oversimplification. Though fifteen British 
prisoners held at Colditz made it back to England, the fact was that 
only six of them—in three separate breaks—actually escaped from inside 
the castle. Five others either arranged transfers to, or in one case took 
advantage of, moves to less secure camps, while the remaining four faked 
physical or mental illnesses that got them repatriated from the Schloss 
itself. Even without including the repatriation route, there were other 
camps that either surpassed or equalled the Colditz record. If escapes 
from satellite working camps are included then Lamsdorf was the place 
from which the largest number of Kriegies—over forty—made it back. 
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If only breaks from main camps are included then Thorn emerges as the 
clear winner, with ten men getting home. Both Stalag Luft III and Oflag 
VB came close to matching the Oflag IVC record in terms of getting men 
to England via breakouts from the more closely guarded officer com- 
pounds. What was achieved at the Schloss was still impressive—about 
one-fifth of all those who escaped and made it home from officer com- 
pounds broke out from the Sonderlager—but it is time to stop assuming 
that Colditz was in a league of its own.°° 


For an increasing number of prisoners it seemed that Allied victory was 
the most likely way in which freedom would be achieved. Even at 
Colditz the prospect of liberation rather than escape eventually came 
to dominate thought and action. As enemy defeat began to loom, how- 
ever, so too did questions about what the captors might do with their 
captives as the Third Reich began to crumble. 
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414 Exodus and Liberation 


No prisoner may at any time be sent to an area where he would be 
exposed to the fire of the fighting zone... 


(from Article 9, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Representatives of [Red Cross and related] societies shall be per- 
mitted to distribute relief in the camps and at the halting places... 


(from Article 78, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


How soon the war would come to an end had been a major preoccupa- 
tion for most prisoners since capture, and had certainly become the 
dominant question since the D-day landings. Early estimates had proved 
overoptimistic, but as 1944 gave way to 1945 it was clear even to the most 
jaundiced Kriegie observers that Germany was about to be overrun. In 
the eastern camps the rumble of Red Army artillery could be heard, 
while further west it was clear that Allied forces would soon be over the 
Rhine. In overall terms the imminent collapse of the Third Reich was 
something that the vast majority of prisoners eagerly looked forward to; 
but anticipation was often tinged with anxiety. Members of the British 
Free Corps and other turncoats were of course frightened about their 
future, but so too—albeit for different reasons—were other Kriegies. 
Ideally, the enemy would allow POW camps to be peacefully liberated 
as the front advanced. Unfortunately, rather less agreeable possibilities 
also sprang to mind among the more forward-looking captives. 

One source of worry was the possibility that Hitler would order the 
murder of some or all prisoners by SS units as a final act of Götterdäm- 
merung-style vengeance. This was of particular concern to those POWs 
already marked out as enemies of the Reich, such as officers sent to 
Colditz and the bomber crews long vilified in the Nazi press as Terror- 
flieger gangsters. A related concern, particularly acute among the Promi- 
nente, was that Kriegies would be moved before they could fall into 
friendly hands and be used as hostages within whatever area the Nazis 
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chose to make their last stand. Even if prisoners were left where they 
were, there was no guarantee that camps would not become fought-over 
battlegrounds as the front moved through the area.! 

The latter prospect was not made easier by the fact that the majority of 
Kriegies were located in the eastern half of the Greater Reich and would 
be most likely overrun by the Red Army. While some prisoners were not 
bothered by this prospect at all, others were distinctly worried. The 
Germans clearly expected Soviet troops to engage in an orgy of pillage 
and destruction as they drove westward, and many Kriegies were wor- 
ried that the Red Army would care little for their safety and welfare. ‘We 
had heard stories about what the Russians did to POWs that they found,’ 
H. S. Bowers, a Lamsdorf Arbeitskommando veteran remembered, 
‘such as using them as a human shield in front of their advancing troops.’ 
Overblown or not, such concerns added to the uncertainty among 
POWs as the shooting war drew inexorably closer.” 

It soon became apparent, however, that the German High Command 
had no intention of allowing Kriegies to be liberated by enemy forces of 
any country while it still possessed the means to prevent it. The Geneva 
Convention specified that prisoners of war were to be kept clear of the 
fighting zone, which was a convenient rationale for trying to conserve a 
large body of captured personnel who might still be of value as workers 
or bargaining-chips. Despite the huge logistical problems bound to be 
created by setting hundreds of thousands of prisoners on the move in the 
context of a transport and supply situation that was already under 
critical strain, OKW insisted that camps be evacuated once in imminent 
danger of being overrun. The first to be affected were those prisoners 
held in Poland and Silesia in the course of January and February as the 
Red Army advanced, but by March and April many of the camps as far 
west as Hanover and Franconia—to which many refugee Kriegies from 
the east had ultimately been dispatched after weeks or even months on 
the road—were also being hastily abandoned in the face of advances 
from the west by Allied forces. The overall result was a series of marches 
that few of those involved would soon forget.’ 

Though working prisoners were more used to sustained exertion than 
those men kept permanently behind the wire, few POWs by 1945 were 
physically or mentally prepared to suddenly start slogging on foot from 
dawn to dusk for days on end, loaded down with their worldly posses- 
sions. Red Cross parcels had been in short supply for some time, and 
bodies had become progressively weaker. More often than not—though 
rumours might have been circulating for some time—very little notice 
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was given that an evacuation was about to take place and no hard infor- 
mation was provided about the form or length of the march, leaving 
Kriegies, unused to any speedy activity, with as little as sixty minutes to 
work out what to leave and how to carry what they decided to take 
among their few but highly prized possessions. ‘Complete panic!’ was 
how Geoffrey Willatt remembered the reaction to the news that Stalag 
Luft III was about to be evacuated in late January 1945. Sling bags, 
backpacks, wheel carts, and sledges were hastily thrown together to ease 
the carrying burden, but in almost all cases Kriegies found that they had 
overestimated their strength and stamina as well as the effectiveness of 
their load-bearing contraptions. Some main-camp types became so 
fatigued that they abandoned much of their kit within hours. Men like 
submariner Jack Bishop might perceive that a heavy haversack would 
necessarily ‘get lighter as I consumed the contents’, but a desire to 
lighten the load often took precedence above all else when Kriegies 
started walking. ‘Many of them’, Percy Carruthers observed of his fellow 
NCOs after less than a day’s march from Stalag Luft IV in February, 
‘had already resorted to what I considered absolute folly; throwing away 
the heaviest items which happened to be tins of food.”* 

In defence of such behaviour it should be noted that few men guessed 
that their journey might last more than a short time before they were 
liberated. ‘It was like a holiday!’ Hugo Bracken recalled of the buoyant 
mood at Stalag Luft III amidst the chaos of last-minute departure 
preparations. ‘Walking out through the gates I felt like shouting and 
dancing’, remembered Martin Smith. Unhappily, most prisoners found 
themselves trekking—moving up to twenty or more miles a day at 
times—for anywhere from a week to several months, with the official 
supply system clearly unable to cope with the job of feeding hundreds of 
thousands of prisoners moving in hundreds of columns, large and small, 
across the secondary and tertiary road network. ‘We lived from hand to 
mouth’, Frank Taylor explained in connection with the 800 kilometre 
march from Stalag Luft IV to Fallingbostel, ‘and never knew from one 
day to the next what rations, if any, would be forthcoming.”” 

Acquiring something to eat soon became a major preoccupation as 
days stretched into weeks. Sheltered at night more often than not in 
barns and other outbuildings, and sometimes given rest-breaks during 
the day in villages and hamlets, prisoners regularly sought to obtain food 
through barter with the locals. Luxury items from Red Cross parcels 
were useful when available, but after these ran out—always assuming the 
extra load had not been discarded early on—more desperate measures 
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were necessary. Having already traded a bar of soap for bread earlier in 
the trek from a Lamsdorf working camp, Harold Siddall found himself 
ducking into a baker’s shop and exchanging his long-johns for two loaves 
of bread in the depth of winter. With acute hunger spurring them on, 
Kriegies might beg farmers for food or more commonly simply grab 
whatever edibles they could lay their hands on unobserved. Root vege- 
tables might be scavenged from frozen fields or roadside clamps, while 
animal feed, pigswill, and sometimes even mice would be surreptitiously 
consumed in barnyards at night. One sailor clearly remembered watch- 
ing another POW successfully wrestle with a barnyard dog to obtain the 
table scraps it had been given. The comrades of a South African sergeant 
went one step further by killing and cooking the dog itself. ‘I well 
remember eating some cow biscuits that I found on one of the farms,’ 
Lance-Corporal Jack Bird noted of the march from Stalag VIIIC, ‘and 
though they were full of maggots they still tasted good to me.’ 

At first guards and farmers might attempt to stop such pillaging, but as 
the end came nearer (and the roles of captive and captor seemed likely to 
be reversed in the very near future) POWs were often in practice allowed 
to live off the land relatively unimpeded. ‘Prisoners of war could put 
locusts to shame,’ observed Alan McKay of the march out of Falling- 
bostel in April. ‘Once we were out,’ Richard Passmore confirmed, ‘we 
moved across the countryside like a ravaging Mongol horde’, looting 
crops, stealing chickens, and breaking and entering buildings where food 
was likely to be stored. ‘I suppose we were worse than Vandals, really’, 
Albert Jones later reflected on what he saw as an absolutely necessary 
process. Even so bartering might still be necessary, and sometimes items 
that would not normally have been considered fit for animal—let alone 
human—consumption were ingested to try to assuage the ever-present 
pangs of hunger. Passmore and his friends, for instance, did not hesitate 
to wolf down bits of a decomposing carcass when they came across a 
dead horse one day.’ 

Civilians were not the only victims of theft. In conditions of extreme 
privation it became increasingly common for Kriegies to steal from one 
another as well. ‘As conditions deteriorated and hunger became a reality 
one was forced to hide one’s bread,’ James Davies recalled of a march 
from Bankau to Luckenwalde, ‘and on one occasion I witnessed a group 
of men, once disciplined, fighting like animals around a dump of frozen 
sugar beet.’ In some cases an every-man-for-himself mentality might 
develop in which personal survival at almost any cost was the order of the 
day. Adrian Vincent, in a column out of Lamsdorf, found that ‘the lack 
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of food had turned men into something like wild beasts’, willing to fight 
and rob each other for the contents of a swill-bucket or a crust of bread. 
Acts of charity toward others were rare, since, as Maxwell Bates bluntly 
put it in reference to the exodus from a Stalag IXC working camp in 
March 1945, ‘every man cared only for himself and his syndicate’.® 

It was under such difficult circumstances that those in charge within 
the Kriegie administrative hierarchy tried to maintain a semblance of 
moral order through a mixture of persuasion and leadership. Men who 
seemed intent on imposing their authority for its own sake or appeared 
too chummy with the enemy often got short shrift. To be a true ‘man of 
confidence’, the prisoner in question had to lead by example and force of 
personality. Through sheer will and character, a single sergeant major 
might manage to prevent a party of 150 desperate men from turning on 
each other, while a padre of exceptional quality, such as the Revd John 
Collins, could jolly along aircrew NCOs who were near the end of their 
tether. With long experience of coaxing occasionally truculent Kriegies 
as well as the German authorities, a camp leader of the calibre of Jimmy 
‘Dixie’ Deans could continue to exert quiet influence. He constantly 
cycled back and forth between columns marching out of Fallingbostel in 
April 1945 to check on their welfare, negotiated in fluent German with 
the local authorities over the provision of food and shelter, and made 
every effort to ensure their safety. ‘It was impossible not to admire 
Deans’, a Canadian sergeant later wrote. The best senior officers, mean- 
while, might instil confidence simply by being themselves. ‘Occasionally 
he would wave his stick in the air as if he was leading a charge’, a junior 
officer remembered of Group Captain D. E. L. Wilson as Sagan was 
evacuated. ‘He was a half-ridiculous, half-inspiring figure and I felt 
better for seeing him.”” 

The degree to which such leaders could influence the situation 
depended in part on the attitude of the escorts, many of whom came 
from the same camps and work-sites as the prisoners themselves and 
remained with them throughout the march. By this point most guards 
were old and unfit men, relatively few in number (approximately six 
Posten for every 100 POWs in the case of the columns out of Stalag Luft 
III), who found life on the road almost as tough as did the prisoners 
themselves. Coupled with the growing recognition that the total destruc- 
tion of the Third Reich was imminent, this might mean that Kriegies 
were treated with some degree of sympathy. A blind eye might be turned 
when prisoners scrounged from fields and farms, the daily pace and 
number of rest-breaks might be set at what the prisoners themselves 
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believed was not unreasonable, and orders to shoot to kill in the case of 
escapers ignored. Indeed, a hitherto unheard-of degree of tacit collabor- 
ation might develop en route, with food and burdens being shared 
between captives and captors. One private recalled how a group of 
prisoners and their guards heading away from Lamsdorf had on one 
occasion conspired to steal a civilian wagon in order to carry everyone’s 
packs. Maxwell Bates, a POW since 1940, considered that the Posten 
escorting his working party in 1945 were ‘remarkably good from our 
point of view’.'° 

By the spring of 1945, indeed, the balance of power between captors 
and captives was sometimes beginning to reverse itself. “They knew the 
end was near,’ Francis Guest wrote of the Posten accompanying his 
column away from Marlag (M) in April, ‘they knew they would be 
‘for it”? if there was any kind of ill-treatment of us now.’ Kriegies 
elsewhere were not slow to take advantage of this shift through a growing 
disinclination to obey enemy orders, and in some cases the escort simply 
gave up any semblance of imposed authority. By the time Guest and his 
fellows crossed the Elbe they found that the ‘guards, including their 
officers, were now growing so polite, so positively servile...that we 
knew the end—and liberation—could not be far off’."? 

Not all sentries, however, adapted well to changing circumstances. 
Kingsley Brown noted that while some of the guards from Sagan took ‘a 
fatherly interest in our physical welfare’, others displayed ‘inflexible 
adherence to orders’. Marching from a mining camp further east, a 
New Zealand soldier could not help noticing that while some Germans 
‘did what was expected of them in a reasonable way’, others ‘never lost 
the opportunity to harass and bully us’. Prisoners who wandered from 
columns or campsites in search of food or shelter would do so at their 
peril, and in some cases guards became desperately militant rather than 
passively philosophical if their diminishing authority was apparently 
challenged in some way. An air force NCO remembered that when he 
and his fellows were moved out of Fallingbostel the sentries ‘were edgy, 
ill-tempered and violent’. They still had rifles, and they could still beat or 
even shoot prisoners if they so chose.” 

Robert Buckman recorded the following incident on the march from 
Marlag (M) in his 11 April diary entry: 


We were ordered into a field about 6:30 last night. While establishing our 
campsite, we spotted two haystacks in the adjoining barnyard, and with 
thoughts of a straw mattress under our bedrolls, a half-dozen of us jumped 
the fence to gather hay. Suddenly a guard appeared, stepping from behind a 
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stack, and levelling his rifle, shouted and immediately fired into the midst of our 
group. 

In this case two of the men received bullet wounds in the leg.'? In other 
instances the resort to firearms proved fatal. One Kriegie might be shot 
dead without warning as he ducked out to scavenge from the roadside; 
another could be beaten and killed for being too slow in getting to his 
feet one morning; and a third might be hit for being seen to accept food 
proffered by Czech civilians. Sometimes a prisoner could be fired upon 
for no discernable reason at all.'* 

Despite such occasional violence, the majority of POWs thought it 
better to stick with the group than duck out and strike off on their own. 
Many of the German farming families and villagers Kriegies encoun- 
tered were now anxious to appear friendly and helpful, providing food or 
water free of charge as well as trading and generally behaving in a 
sympathetic manner. Others still remained hostile, though, and more 
importantly there was the knowledge that paramilitary and other Nazi 
forces were at large, enforcing order through terror within what 
remained of the Third Reich. Once on the road, it was not uncommon 
for Kriegies to witness the way in which SS escorts displayed no hesita- 
tion about dispatching any starving concentration camp inmates and 
Soviet POWs who fell by the wayside from their own columns. Indeed, 
there were a number of incidents in which British prisoners were 
murdered by passing SS men even while in column. Though escaping 
itself might now be comparatively easy, getting out of enemy territory 
seemed more hazardous, and for most men it became a case of better the 
devil you know. Senior figures were in a quandary about what to advise 
about escaping while on the march, the SBOs at Stalag Luft III and 
Marlag going so far as to issue orders—later rescinded—that prisoners 
should refrain from making breaks, given the high risk of sudden death 
at enemy hands.” 

Nevertheless, some of the more impatient and restless Kriegies did 
eventually decide that now was the time to take matters into their own 
hands. Quietly ducking away from the line of march, evading the few 
sentries who might have been posted around campsites, or hiding out 
and waiting for everyone else to depart in the morning, often proved 
surprisingly easy. That there nevertheless did exist a real danger of being 
murdered if subsequently picked up is demonstrated by the reports of 
those who only narrowly escaped this fate. But by mid-April 1945, as 
guards began simply to give up and Allied forces closed in, what had 
hitherto been a trickle of en route escape became a small stream, most 
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men now intent on simply hiding out for the few days it would take for 
their location to be overrun by friendly forces.'° 

Getting to that point, however, was an uphill struggle. Inclement 
weather did nothing to make the march easier for men who were soon 
in a state of semi-starvation. The diary of Flight Lieutenant Robert 
Buckman (RCAF) for 29 January 1945 records a scene that was quite 
typical for prisoners moving from camps in Poland and Silesia in winter: 


Our line of march was revealed to us, winding to the horizon. The wind in our 
faces was now mingled with driving snow. From midday on we marched in 
below-zero temperatures. Food froze in tins. Bread snapped into granular 
chunks. The column trudged on throughout the endless day, covering an 
estimated 36 kilometres as feet froze and limping marchers became common- 
place. 


“The cold was intense,’ a Royal Sussex private recalled, ‘our boots froze 
solid if we took them off at night.’ When billeted on farms, Kriegies came 
to value the relative warmth of cowsheds or even pigsties as compared to 
draughty barns. On those occasions where no shelter at all was available, 
it was often necessary not only to build a fire but also stay up all night 
next to it so as to avoid freezing to death in one’s sleep. Temperatures 
dropped to minus-twelve degrees centigrade or lower still. As Harold 
Cole later commented, ‘conditions were quite ferocious’.'’ 

The weather inevitably grew milder as winter gave way to spring, but 
the thaw brought its own problems. Ice sleds became quite useless, and 
the omnipresent slush soaked through boots that were often already 
falling to pieces. Even when the seasons had changed completely, con- 
tinued exposure to the elements might be less than pleasant. ‘It’s so easy 
to accept rain as a natural hazard,’ commented I. P. B. Denton about a 
march from Nuremberg to Moosburg in April 1945, ‘but when you are 
conveying everything you have in the world and become sodden in the 
process you also become aware that not only does water penetrate but 
[it] also adds considerably to the burden you are transporting.’!® 

With the German railway network overstrained and under heavy 
attack, relatively few prisoners were moved anywhere by train. Those 
who did spend time aboard cattle trucks, however, did not count them- 
selves lucky. The wagons were freezing in winter, and men were often 
crammed into each one to the point where it was impossible for them to 
lie down. ‘We were packed in like sardines,’ an RAF air-gunner later 
wrote of a nightmare rail journey from Görlitz through Hanover, spent 
mostly in sidings and without the doors ever being unlocked, ‘and we 
had to “go” where we sat and tough luck on your neighbour.’ Transport 
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of this kind was particularly hard on those hospital cases too ill to be 
moved from camps on foot.!” 

Not surprisingly, sickness soon began to take a serious toll on 
marchers. Frostbite during the winter was a constant threat, coupled 
then and later by widespread dysentery and other intestinal problems 
brought on by consuming whatever was available, no matter how rotten 
or filthy. Pneumonia and tuberculosis also spread, as did problems 
associated with malnutrition such as boils and ulcers. Sick rates of 60 
to 80 per cent in columns were not unheard of. Unable to take off, much 
less wash, their clothes, most men soon became louse-ridden. Over- 
whelmed by fatigue or illness, Kriegies would suddenly buckle at the 
knees and keel over. ‘People begin to drop out in scores,’ an air force 
officer recorded in his diary entry for 29 January 1945, ‘just sitting in the 
road at the wayside with a glazed look in their eyes and going to sleep 
where they sit.” Sometimes those too exhausted and ill to carry on were 
either abandoned to their fate or carried between the shoulders of 
slightly fitter men. In many cases prisoners who collapsed by the road- 
side were later picked up by carts stationed at the rear of columns, but 
this was not something to look forward to in the depths of winter, given 
the higher risk men who were not moving ran of freezing to death. ‘Soon 
nobody wanted to ride in the cart’, one sailor recalled of the march away 
from his Silesian Arbeitskommando. Doctors and medical orderlies did 
their best to help the sick, but there was little they could do without 
medical supplies. Having the afflicted swallow the charred detritus from 
campfires was one of the few means of treating dysentery. The attrition 
rate through illness and exhaustion therefore tended to be high. Within 
eighteen days of leaving Gross Tychow, at least nine men in one RAF 
column had died; and it was estimated that of the 1,800 Kriegies who 
began the march from one working-camp in Poland in January, only 
1,300 were present by the time the column reached Bavaria in April.?° 

As if all this was not enough to contend with, POWs also had to worry 
about being bombed or strafed from the air by their own side. Attacks by 
Soviet aircraft whose pilots could not distinguish friend from foe were 
not unknown, but it was the Allied air forces that turned out to pose the 
most serious threat to life and limb.” 

Marching columns of prisoners were commonly moved through the 
countryside, which meant they were unlikely to be caught in the kind of 
mass heavy-bomber raids that had already reduced most German cities 
to rubble. Yet prisoners were still sometimes killed by bombs falling wide 
of the target area, and on one occasion heavy casualties were incurred: in 
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mid-April 1945 a large party of Kriegies on the banks of the Danube 
suddenly found themselves caught beneath hundreds of tonnes of 
USAAF bombs meant for a railway bridge and the nearby town of 
Regensberg. As many as 100 men who had marched all the way from 
Poland were left either dead or seriously wounded. “The scene was 
ghastly’, a sickened witness remembered.”” 

Potentially more dangerous, because they roamed everywhere in 
search of something to shoot up in the last month of the war, were Allied 
fighters and especially fighter-bombers. Efforts were made to warn pilots 
where prisoners were likely to be found, and Kriegies themselves might 
try to indicate their friendly status by laying down strips of towel and 
other material on the ground or even carts to spell out ‘P.O.W.’ Never- 
theless, there were numerous cases of mistaken identity in which 
‘friendly’ aircraft attacked moving or resting groups of prisoners behind 
enemy lines, sometimes with quite horrific results. 

A few days before the Regensberg incident the rear of a column 
marching away from Westertimke was suddenly strafed by a pair of US 
Thunderbolts aiming at a cart. One man was killed outright, another two 
died shortly thereafter from injuries sustained, and a fourth was severely 
wounded. Three days later American fighters, whose pilots thought the 
khaki-clad figures below were in Hungarian uniform, spent half an hour 
strafing a party of officers who had just been evacuated from Eichstätt. 
This time seven Kriegies died outright, two more expired later the same 
day, and forty-five sustained serious injuries. ‘Christ, it’s murder’, a 
deeply shocked Geoffrey Wright confided to his diary. Five days after 
that a column of aircrew NCO prisoners was bounced by a squadron of 
RAF Typhoons near Gresse. By the time the attack had finished several 
dozen men had been wounded and more lay dead—‘you were passing 
bodies with smoke coming out of ’em’, recalled Sergeant Thomas 
Cooksey.?? 

Eventual arrival in camps that served as de facto transit or reception 
centres lessened the odds of having to endure such ‘friendly fire’ inci- 
dents, and provided a respite from marching. At the same time, so many 
prisoners were coming in that facilities were often quickly strained 
beyond capacity. Stalag VIIIA, through which many Kriegies from 
Lamsdorf passed in early February, was described in a war-crimes 
deposition as seriously overcrowded, the barracks ‘indescribably filthy’ 
and awash with mud and water, and the heating arrangements in a state 
of collapse. Worst of all, rations were at the starvation level. ‘It was not 
an unusual sight to see some prisoners poking about in the garbage pails 
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to see if there might be anything therein worth salvaging and eating’, 
recorded RASC Sergeant Alexander McCaskill. Air force men from 
Sagan coming into Stalag IIIA at about the same time found Lucken- 
walde already massively overcrowded—16,000 prisoners and climbing— 
and in a state of terminal decay. Men were jammed into huts that had 
earthen floors and leaky roofs, the camp latrines were awful beyond 
description, there was little running water, and food reserves were on 
the point of exhaustion. Similar, though sometimes worse, conditions 
prevailed inside the wire at popular destinations to the west such as 
Stalag 357, Stalag XIB, and Stalag VIIA. The population of Moosburg 
was estimated at 100,000 by mid-April, putting critical pressure on the 
water supply and cooking facilities. There were no Red Cross parcels at 
Fallingbostel by this point, and daily rations had fallen to something like 
one loaf between ten men along with half a pint of very thin soup. The 
latrines had ceased to function and there was no way of preventing the 
spread of lice or—medical supplies having already been exhausted— 
treating the sick. “Things had more or less broken down by the time 
we arrived’, one British Army officer remembered of Moosburg at this 
time, ‘and it was a case of “sauve qui peut’’.’** 

At camps like those outside Fallingbostel utter collapse was only 
narrowly averted through the nick-of-time arrival of convoys of ICRC 
trucks carrying vital Red Cross supplies from neutral territory. ‘Just as 
the situation was really desperate for us a miracle happened’, Robert 
Gale later wrote of the situation at Stalag XIB. ‘A fleet of huge white 
lorries marked with the Red Cross emblem drew up outside the camp 
and were admitted.’ The so-called White Angels also provided very 
welcome aid to men on the march. As with camp visits, though, road 
encounters were irregular and the supply chain necessarily erratic, given 
the poor state of the roads and communications, a finite number of 
trucks, and constant uncertainty about where prisoners were at any 
particular moment.”? 

By the spring privation existed everywhere, but by happy accident 
of geographical location there were a few camps where the inhabitants 
did not have to endure the rigours of the march. In the east there had 
been working-camps that were overrun by the Red Army before they 
could be evacuated. Further west and to the south there remained a few 
main camps that were distant enough from the main lines of advance 
for the order to evacuate to arrive too late—or in other words, at a point 
in April-May where the commandant was more concerned about 
possible reprisals being meted out by the enemy on the doorstep than 
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about the reaction of OKW and the Gestapo to a refusal to obey 
orders. 

When such instructions arrived at Stalag Luft I, USAAF Colonel 
Hubert Zemke, the senior Allied representative, persuaded the com- 
mandant to cable OKW to report that the prisoners at Barth refused to 
move and he did not have the personnel to force them to flee the Soviet 
advance. Shortly before this Colonel W. D. E. Brown had flatly refused 
to go along with an evacuation order when it was clear the Americans 
were within a few days of liberating Oflag 79. “The SBO, we heard 
afterward,’ Sandy St Clair reported, ‘had told the Commandant we 
had a radio transmitter in the camp, and that if he made us move he 
would radio London to treat the Commandant as a war criminal.’”° 

The outcome was similar at Colditz. In the second week of April the 
Senior British Officer had been unable to prevent the evacuation of the 
Prominente under SS guard, because the commandant had received the 
order from Himmler and feared that any attempt to derail the departure 
would result in an immediate SS assault on the castle. A couple of days 
after the Prominente left, however, by which time shellfire could be 
heard and occasionally seen, Oberst Prawitt eventually gave in when 
Lieutenant-Colonel Tod and other senior representatives flatly refused 
to go along with an OKW order to evacuate the camp in its entirety. It 
was agreed that the inhabitants of Oflag IVC would remain where they 
were until the Americans arrived, with sentries only mounting guard as a 
means of disguising from SS troops in the town below the fact that the 
roles of captor and captive had been reversed inside the Schloss.”’ 

Elsewhere, whether in the open or once again behind barbed wire, a 
fairly common precursor to liberation in the last two weeks of the war 
was the sudden disappearance or surrender of the escorts and sentries a 
few hours or days before friendly forces hove into view. ‘May 1945 
dawned and we were still marching,’ one private heading west from a 
mining camp later recorded, ‘but the next day the guards told us to go 
home—just like that—with a wave of their arms in the direction of 
England... [They then] formed up into a company and marched off.’ 
More usually prisoners woke up one morning to find that some or all of 
the enemy personnel had vanished during the night. Those who 
remained, officers included, might need little or no persuading to be 
convinced that it was in their interest to exchange places with their 
charges. ‘One morning the German guards, Kommandant and all, 
marched up to us, stood rigidly to attention and asked us to take them 
over’, John Brown wrote of the surrender inside Stalag 383. The hope of 
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those involved was that, already disarmed and in Kriegie hands, those 
wearing German uniform would run far less risk of being killed by 
advancing troops than if they were still bearing arms and manning 
posts when contact occurred. As C. N. S. Campbell later noted with 
reference to the sudden handing over of rifles by the guards in charge of a 
large RAF party outside Lübeck on 2 May, amidst rumours of a British 
Army scout-car sighting, this ‘was obviously so that when the British 
troops appeared the German themselves would be prisoners and there 
would be no likelihood of them being shot’.”® 

Amidst rumours of nearby friendly forces, columns and camps, Colditz 
included, might start to seethe with repressed excitement. However, the 
actual moment of liberation—heralded by the arrival of American, 
British, or Russian reconnaissance parties—produced mixed reactions.”” 

Some prisoners maintained their sang froid to the end. When US tanks 
crashed the gates at Moosburg on 29 April 1945, Tony Strachen noticed 
that his army officer hutmates, many POWs since 1940, continued to 
recline on their bunks reading as if nothing much was happening. 
‘Finally,’ he related, ‘one of them put aside his copy of Plato. “I sup- 
pose,” he murmured, ‘“‘that we’re technically free.” ? Other prisoners 
were genuinely puzzled to discover that the arrival of friendly forces 
seemed oddly unreal or left them curiously flat. ‘It was surprising how 
calmly our liberation was received’, Jack Bishop wrote of the naval 
officers and ratings he was with in a former barracks near Lübeck on 
the day the British Army arrived. “There was complete silence, as if the 
situation was beyond our comprehension.’ Other suddenly free men 
recorded a similar lack of demonstrative acknowledgement elsewhere. 
“There was no wild cheering or anything like that’, H. S. Bowers wrote of 
the point at which American troops drove into view and freed his party on 
the road in Bavaria. ‘It was an event that for years had seemed so impos- 
sible and remote that, when it happened, we couldn’t believe it.” An 
RAF officer whose party was liberated with a mere ‘shrug of the shoul- 
ders’ on an estate in the Ltibeck area reached a similar conclusion. 
‘I think’, C. N. S. Campbell reflected in his diary at the end of the second 
day of May 1945, ‘we were a little afraid as to whether it had actually 
happened.’*° 

Inside the wire in particular, however, most Kriegies reacted to the 
appearance of friendly troops with spontaneous enthusiasm, bordering 
at times on hysteria. The reaction to the arrival of the first US Army jeep 
at Oflag 79 on the morning of 12 April was recorded vividly in the 
YMCA logbook of Captain G. W. Smith: 


EXODUS AND LIBERATION | 371 


There was a sudden deathly silence—then a murmur, a shout, a cheer, then a 
stampede towards the main gate where a large crowd of us collected: cheering, 
laughing, crying in our excitement... We were free! In a flash the gate was open, 
and as they drove in they were mobbed by an ever-increasing crowd of officers 
and men, who, in their show of emotion, shook the Yanks by the hand, smacked 
them on the back, [and] hugged them... 


‘For the next hour everything was chaos and jubilation!’ Sandy St Clair 
later confirmed. ‘Prisoners dashing meaninglessly in all directions; some 
of us weeping, laughing, shouting, and slapping each other on the back.’ 
The result was almost identical when a mounted Red Army patrol 
entered Stalag IVB eleven days later. “The barrack, when I walked 
back into it from the compound,’ Geoff Taylor recalled after witnessing 
the wild cheering that greeted the event, ‘was a tumultuous, laughing 
riot of back-slapping and hand-shaking.’ What was described as a 
‘yelling, maddened throng’ greeted the first US Sherman tank and jeep 
to arrive at Moosburg on 29 April. ‘I have sworn to keep calm’, Geoffrey 
Wright, captured back in 1940, noted in his diary. But when the moment 
arrived he found officer-like composure impossible. ‘I get up, I start to 
walk, I start to run, I nearly fall down a trench and break my blasted 
neck...I let out a strangled yell—I am yelling and roaring and waving 
my arms—so much for my resolution.’ Similar scenes were played out 
across Germany as British POWs were overrun, not least when the 
liberators turned out to be British themselves. Robert Buckman noted 
down in his diary the reactions he observed in a transit camp outside 
Lübeck occupied by RAF prisoners when armoured vehicles rolled up 
on 2 May and a tank crewman dressed in a familiar shade of khaki 
opened up his turret hatch and waved: ‘A roar of cheers; crudely made 
flags waving; laughter and tears mingling; men climbing the wire to run 
to the tanks; men embracing each other, shouting incoherently; men 
kneeling to pray...thousands of men in a state of blessed, hysterical 
relief.’ 

When the first GI walked into the prisoners’ courtyard at Colditz on 
16 April 1945 he was received with similar effusiveness. ‘A great cheer 
went up,’ Hugh Bruce remembered, ‘and the bewildered and uneasy 
soldier stepped back as the jubilant crowd surged forward to embrace 
him.’ He and those who followed were given an ‘ecstatic welcome’, 
according to Corran Purdon, their presence tangible confirmation that 
the castle inmates were no longer in danger of being moved or done away 
with. Though at least one British prisoner later thought that it had been 
the American ex-POWs who did most of the back-slapping and hugging, 
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there was little doubt that for British as well as American inmates the 
moment was one of considerable emotion. As Hugo Ironside explained 
to an interviewer decades later, the liberation of Oflag IVC ‘was one of 
the highlights of my life, as you can imagine’.*” 

The liberators themselves often left an enduring impression on men 
cut off—often for upwards of five years—from first-hand experience of 
the evolving outside world. Whether Russian, American, or even British, 
the soldiers with whom Kriegies came into contact were undoubtedly 
different from anyone they had met for a long time. 

Ex-prisoners were often unnerved by the sometimes rather motley 
appearance and often extremely ruthless as well as reckless behaviour 
of Soviet troops, and struck by the presence of armed women soldiers. 
The men seemed to be highly undisciplined, firing their machine guns 
into the air with abandon, often appearing drunk, and blatantly lacking 
any scruples whatsoever about looting and raping their way through the 
German countryside: ‘like brigands’, as one inhabitant of Stalag IVB put 
it. Senior officers at Luckenwalde were startled by an on-the-spot sug- 
gestion that newly liberated RAF prisoners pick up some weapons join 
the Red Army advance on Berlin.*? 

Just as shocking, albeit for somewhat different reasons, were first 
encounters with men of the US Army. ‘I noticed a striking contrast 
between the strong, healthy, dusty, tanned faces of the Gls,’ John 
Watton noted at Colditz, and the ‘pale pink, bony’ faces of his liberated 
comrades. British ex-prisoners were in general surprised by the friendli- 
ness and largesse of GIs, who seemed to have an unending supply of 
goodies to distribute. “They were something else, those Yanks’, Ed 
Annetts remembered of the American soldiers he met after the farm in 
which he was hiding was overrun. ‘After the years of austerity to which 
we and the Germans had become accustomed, these garrulous, confi- 
dent, super blokes seemed to have everything. They were like an enor- 
mous, bottomless Red Cross Christmas parcel and they shared their 
bounty with a generosity beyond belief.’ “Their friendliness and gener- 
osity were overwhelming’, agreed Ike Rosmarin, liberated at Stalag 
XIIIC; though as one British private put it, ‘the way they threw their 
cigarettes away only half smoked seemed sacrilegious to us’.** 

Even British troops might appear quite odd to men who remembered 
the BEF and had not seen a free British Army soldier in a very long time. 
Unfamiliar vehicles festooned with equipment of a type and on a scale 
unknown in 1940, men with odd-looking berets and jacket sleeves 
covered in divisional and other flashes, and the confidence of troops 
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who knew they were fighting their way to victory could be disorienting. 
Robert Gale recalled how at Fallingbostel he had been struck by how 
‘gigantic’ the liberating tanks of the 8th Hussars had seemed, and how 
startled he had been by the contrast between their crews and the POWs. 
‘Suddenly [a tank] stopped,’ Gale wrote, ‘and a soldier appeared from 
the conning tower—such a man as I had never seen before—a superman 
with bronzed face, flashing white teeth and sparkling eyes.’ It took him a 
moment to realize that he had not seen a truly healthy man in years.*” 
One of the first consequences for former captives of being taken under 
the wing of friendly forces was the opportunity to turn the tables on their 
erstwhile captors. After years of deprivation, fear, and occasional brutal- 
ity, at least some British ex-prisoners were keen to exact a degree of 
revenge. ‘The Germans had made us suffer,’ as Leonard Beard put it, 
‘now it was their turn.” Micky Wynn, having escaped from Colditz by 
faking a medical condition in 1944, proved eager to be at the forefront of 
liberating forces in the north because, as he later put it, ‘I wanted to get 
my own back’ against a hated security officer at Marlag. Men in this 
frame of mind might shed few tears if former guards and local civilians 
were abused or even killed by liberating troops. When the Red Army 
arrived at Mühlberg and two of the remaining guards emerged from 
hiding with their hands up, they were immediately gunned down—‘and 
this was something that nobody cared one bit about at the time’, RAF 
wireless operator Wilfred Hart reflected, going on to emphasize in an 
interview that ‘we weren’t sorry for the Germans in any way’. GIs made 
it clear that they would execute, no questions asked, anyone deemed by 
ex-Kriegies to have committed a war crime. At Moosburg this resulted in 
the execution of a Posten who had shot a prisoner during the recent 
march, and there were several other recorded instances where, as J. H. 
Witte put it, guards ‘were summarily executed by Americans merely on 
the words of ex-P.O.W.s who had a grudge’. British troops were also 
willing to impose retribution on any German deemed by a former 
captive to have maltreated prisoners in the past. When Westertimke 
was overrun, Flying Officer Robin Thomas recalled how an ex-guard, 
fingered as having earlier killed a prisoner in cold blood, ‘was summarily 
dealt with by being escorted on a one way trip into the woods by a couple 
of our liberators’. When Ron Buckingham tracked down a notably 
vicious Feldwebel in a holding cage, he was told to ‘do what you like’ 
by the officer in charge and immediately offered a revolver by the provost 
sergeant. At Colditz itself several officers, in contravention of orders, 
managed to join the GIs who were still clearing the surrounding area. 
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This was a way of expressing long-pent-up frustrations, and it worked: 
‘It certainly made the two of us feel good’, reported Corran Purdon on 
his own and Dick Morgan’s reactions.*° 

Many ex-prisoners, though, were taken aback by the violent way in 
which fighting troops and sometimes ex-Kriegies could treat helpless 
Germans. It was one thing to glean satisfaction from seeing the shoe on 
the other foot, and even to hit former guards who refused to obey orders; 
but it was quite another to revel in men being gunned down or women 
being raped. Some were horrified by American behaviour at Moosburg 
and elsewhere, and others actively sought to avoid giving GIs with itchy 
trigger-fingers any excuse to bump off a German. At Colditz, where 
women were raped and the surrendered castle staff treated none too 
gently, David Walker had to explain quickly that when he said he wanted 
to ‘take care of? the popular Pupke—‘You wanna take care of a Kraut 
officer? Hell, Scottie, we’ll do that, a real pleasure’—he did not mean he 
wanted the Hauptmann killed. A disgusted US soldier called the inhab- 
itants of a liberated other-rank camp ‘chicken-livered sons of bitches’ 
because they refused to give him the go-ahead to do away with the 
guards (Q: ‘How have these sons of bitches been to you?’ A: ‘Oh, they’re 
all right’). Ron Buckingham himself found he did not have the stomach 
to use the gun offered to him, and evidently felt slightly ashamed after he 
allowed the subject of his rage to be menaced by the sergeant—‘We’re 
going to take him round the back. Coming?’—and given a hard punch by 
a provost corporal. A Methodist chaplain was struck by the way in which 
members of his RAF party, marching from Westertimke to the Liibeck 
area, ended up shielding their former captors on the day of liberation 
from the wrath of the British Army. “That evening R.A.S.C. men, fresh 
from Belsen’s relief, came up,’ Douglas Thompson wrote, ‘and it took all 
our ingenuity to protect our guards from them. We found our sympa- 
thies all tied in knots, for some of these aged Marines who guarded us 
had become friends.’*” 

Paradoxically, another consequence of liberation involved placing 
limits on the freedom enjoyed by ex-Kriegies. Supreme Headquarters 
Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF) wanted to keep prisoners where 
they were found so they could be fitted into a comprehensive repatri- 
ation-and-interrogation plan administered by a special section devoted 
to ex-Kriegies (PWX) and kept out of trouble. ‘Generally speaking,’ 
opined A. J. Evans in his role as a PWX advance man within 21st Army 
Group, ‘prisoners of war are not fit to be given uncontrolled liberty— 
certainly not during the intense excitement which follows the liberation 
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of a camp.’ It was the fear that an intoxicating sensation of freedom 
would go to the heads of ex-POWs, causing them to wander off on their 
own and behave like irresponsible individuals rather than trained ser- 
vicemen awaiting due processing, that led to the issuing of secret in- 
structions to camp leaders to the effect that they should make 
preparations to reimpose military discipline as soon as an enemy collapse 
created a power vacuum behind the wire.*® 

Having begun to make secret contingency preparations to take over 
and defend camps if push came to shove with the enemy, SBOs and 
other senior figures in the last weeks of the war also developed scenarios 
for a peaceful transfer of power. After the Lager authorities had disap- 
peared or surrendered, the task of administering the camp would be 
taken on by the Kriegie hierarchy, which would, among other things, 
deploy a security force to maintain order and stability. “The last thing the 
committee [of senior POW representatives led by RSM Lord at Stalag 
XIB] wanted’, Robert Gale recorded, ‘was for the prisoners to get out of 
the Stalag and roam about the district causing havoc while the British 
army advanced and they certainly did not want any local Nazi Party 
Leaders getting into the camp to hide in British or Russian uniforms.”*” 

In some cases, soon-to-be or newly minted ex-Kriegies were pointedly 
reminded that they were still wearing the King’s uniform. ‘Our officers 
had warned us days before that from the moment we were liberated we 
should be “‘back in the Navy’”’, Marine Francis Guest recalled, ‘and that 
there was to be no looting, no rape, no rioting, nor even drunkenness.’ In 
case anyone had missed the message, the day the British Army arrived 
‘the Senior British Officer addressed us’, remembered submariner Jack 
Bishop, ‘and informed us that we were no longer prisoners of war and 
henceforth would be subject to the Naval Discipline Act.’ Similarly, the 
night before the Americans liberated Colditz, the SBO issued a directive 
stating that King’s Regulations would be enforced from the next day 
forward. ‘Extraordinary how [camp discipline] changed,’ Montagu 
Champion Jones reflected on the way in which, after the arrival of the 
first few GIs in the castle courtyard the following morning, military 
protocol had to be fully observed: ‘that day we went back to calling 
each other “‘Sir’’ and that sort of thing.’ Colonel Tod was adamant that 
his orders be obeyed. ‘Nobody was to leave the camp until he gave the all 
clear’, Jim Rogers explained. ‘When we were allowed out we were to 
behave ourselves.’*° 

Especially at first, some ex-prisoners were heartened by such authori- 
tative pronouncements. ‘We were very lost in new found freedom and 


376 | EXODUS AND LIBERATION 


were looking round for someone to tell us what to do next’, Graham 
Palmer remembered of the initial position at Fallingbostel. Philip Kin- 
dersley thought that the first order to stay inside the wire at Brunswick 
was not unwelcome. ‘Most of us were so dazed that that we had no desire 
to go out’, he later wrote. But there were others who did not take kindly to 
being ordered about in best military style from the start, and their 
numbers grew with each passing day. ‘At present it is much more trying 
being a prisoner of the British than a prisoner of the Germans’, Geoffrey 
Wright angrily complained in his diary five days after Moosburg was 
liberated, ‘and I have just about had enough of these British bureaucrats 
who will not allow a British officer out of the camp...’ It was difficult to 
accept that going beyond the hated wire could be potentially problem- 
atic. ‘We have been liberated,’ as Robert Buckman glumly put it the day 
after the arrival of British troops at Lübeck, ‘but we are not yet free.”*! 

In practice, the ‘stay put’ policy proved impossible to implement and 
enforce throughout Germany. Orders to remain in situ did not reach all 
those who were overrun while still on the march or, for that matter, every 
camp before VE day. After the first friendly troops had passed through 
them, columns of liberated men might find themselves living much as 
they had done previously—roaming the countryside in order to obtain 
food—while awaiting follow-on support. The pressing need to keep 
body and soul together in the absence of well-organized logistical ar- 
rangements on the part of liberating forces—a particular problem where 
the Red Army was concerned—meant that it was impossible for many 
camp leaders to do without authorizing a certain amount of forced 
requisitioning of local civilian resources. What was more, front-line 
troops did not always see the need for men to continue to be kept behind 
wire, and could on occasion surreptitiously or openly undermine SBO 
instructions. Against orders, the Scottish soldiers stationed in the vicin- 
ity of Stalag 357 (following the departure of the 8th Hussars) allowed 
prisoners in and out of the camp through holes the former Kriegies had 
made in the fences. Meanwhile, at Stalag IVB a succession of visiting 
senior Red Army officers undermined efforts by the British camp au- 
thorities to maintain order and keep ex-Kriegies inside the wire. ‘Men 
who have been prisoners have the right to move freely now’, a visiting 
Russian officer apparently stated, after ordering that camp police be 
removed from the gates several days after Mühlberg was liberated: 
‘they do not wish to be guarded by their own comrades.”4” 

This was certainly true, judging by the fairly large number of men who 
either never received or simply ignored instructions to remain where 
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they were in the aftermath of liberation and went out touring the villages 
and towns in the vicinity. ‘Prisoners of war, as soon as they are liberated,’ 
as A. J. Evans censoriously observed after visiting Marlag, Stalag Luft I, 
and Stalag IIA, ‘cannot resist the urge to commandeer any vehicle they 
find, and drive it round the countryside.’ Joyriding about in abandoned 
enemy cars, motorcycles, and lorries, with fuel supplied by passing 
friendly troops, was sometimes an end in itself; but newfound freedom 
also offered the opportunity to acquire things without paying for them. ‘I 
suggested to Tom that now we were free,’ H. E. Trinder wrote candidly 
of a conversation with his mate after running into US troops in the field 
in March 1945, ‘we should get some transport, a German car or light 
truck, go into towns after they had been taken by the Americans and 
have a good loot.’ Pigs, chickens, rabbits, eggs, beer, wine, and other 
consumables were often uppermost in men’s minds when they set out, 
but a vast range of souvenirs—everything from cuckoo-clocks to ma- 
chine-pistols—were also picked up. What amounted to a form of klep- 
tomania in abandoned homes seems to have been fairly widespread in 
the open and in the vicinity of camps where authority was not asserted 
firmly from the start: though the drive-and-collect stages were some- 
times reversed. “The usual thing that happened was that the men helped 
themselves to the things they fancied and then looked for some kind of 
vehicle on which to fetch them back to the camp’, Robert Garioch wrote 
of the post-liberation days at Moosburg. “They came on bicycles and 
motor cycles, or pushing handcarts or milk delivery barrows.’ Nor was 
this behaviour confined to other ranks. Officer ex-prisoners at Oflag 79 
commandeered cars and drove about extorting food and other desired 
items from local farms (‘the bloated German farmers produced their 
goods without any argument’, commented Philip Kindersley), in add- 
ition to liberating the wine cellars in Brunswick.*? 

Even at Colditz, certain officers seemed determined to play hard now 
that the war was over. ‘Oh, it was great,’ Dominic Bruce remembered of 
the day after the castle was overrun, ‘it was pure wild west, and we all got 
guns and went off and liberated chickens and bottles of wine which had 
been suffering under Hitler. Had a great time.”** 

In many places, to be sure, service discipline was successfully imposed 
through the acquiescence of the majority of ex-POWs from the day 
of liberation onward; though not always without a certain amount of 
privately expressed irritation. ‘One naturally resents it, Major A. T. 
Casdagli confided to his diary at Oflag XIIB, ‘however, it keeps the 
brigadiers amused.’ It was recognized that preventing newly liberated 
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prisoners from rampaging about was not unreasonable, given the need to 
keep tabs on the population, the risk of setting off booby traps, and the 
high likelihood of road accidents. The drivers, after all, were men who 
had not been behind the wheel in years and who might easily forget that 
on the Continent people drove on the right. 

Unfortunately not all of the orders issued by ranking figures were 
quite so sensible. ‘Small wonder that some senior officers, who had 
had no opportunity to exercise a wholly independent judgement for 
years, made some mistaken decisions at the crisis of liberation’, the 
historians of MI9 explained.” Not everything went smoothly at Colditz, 
for example. Jim Rogers was aghast to find himself brusquely ordered by 
the senior officer of engineers to clear the mines below the castle the 
morning after the Americans arrived at Oflag IVC: 


I said, ‘The Germans put them in. Let the Germans take them out.’ The reply 
was that, according to the Geneva Convention, prisoners of war cannot be put 
in a position of danger. I then suggested that a herd of goats be driven through 
the minefield. This suggestion was dismissed, because meat and dairy products 
were in short supply. And what about me? I asked. Was I less than a German 
goat? The officer looked at me with a stony stare. Then I flew in the face of 
discipline and said: ‘I’m beggared if I’m going through five years of war and end 
up blown to pieces in a bloody minefield.’ 


Under threat of arrest and court martial, the mining engineer finally 
acquiesced and, with invaluable advice from Jock Hamilton-Baillie, 
worked out how to disarm the mines and started doing so; only to be 
interrupted by another senior sapper who insisted—again on pain of arrest 
and court martial—that he go to work on what was thought to be a booby- 
trap in one of the guardrooms. To his credit, when Colonel Tod finally 
learned what was happening he immediately put a stop to it. ‘I only wish I 
had gone to him in the first place’, Rogers reflected in his memoirs.*° 


Meanwhile, with repatriation looming, ex-prisoners might begin to 
speculate about life outside the wire. Going home was something that 
every Kriegie had dreamed about from the day of capture, but now that 
it was about to become a reality some of the more thoughtful types were 
inwardly a little worried. ‘After three and a half years how would I cope 
when forced to deal once again with handling money, buying train 
tickets, ordering a meal in a restaurant, conversing with members of 
the opposite sex? Canadian pilot Herbert Woolley recalled himself 
wondering inside Fallingbostel. “The prospect was terrifying!’ Ike 
Rosmarin felt much the same in the aftermath of the liberation of 
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Hammelburg. ‘I was so used to the p.o.w. existence that I actually found 
myself scared to leave’, he later admitted. ‘It is difficult to explain, but 
possibly I was frightened of the future.’ Roger Mortimer found himself 
similarly anxious at Oflag 79. “The artificial life we laboriously built up 
over five years has collapsed’, he privately confided to Tony Strachen. 
‘I’m dreading going home.’*’ 

In Colditz too there were signs of uneasiness. Life inside the castle had 
become familiar, and some officers showed signs of what Hugh Bruce 
described as ‘mild anxiety’ about the future. Indicative of this rarely 
articulated concern about what freedom might bring was the fact that, 
when a group of officers was allowed down into the town after the 
Americans arrived, several of them found themselves ill at ease and 
almost eager to go back inside the Schloss. “The castle had become a 
habit with them’, Michael Burn explained in his semi-fictional account 
of life at Oflag IVC. “They knew it, and they were afraid of going places 
they did not know.’ Here as elsewhere, there were question-marks 
hanging over the journey home. How would wives and families seem 
after years in the bag? What would life in the open world be like for men 
who had been away from it for so long?*® 
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12 Repatriation and Adjustment 


[T]he repatriation of prisoners shall be effected as soon as possible 
after the conclusion of peace. 


(from Article 75, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


No repatriated person shall be employed on active military service. 
(from Article 74, Geneva Convention, 1929) 


Whatever private doubts some ex-prisoners may have had about 
adjusting to life beyond the wire, and however satisfying others might 
find the chance to roam about and lord it over the locals, just about 
everyone—even collaborators who hoped they could avoid detection— 
wanted to go home in the aftermath of liberation. Having made exten- 
sive preparations for the processing of former Kriegies, the PWX organ- 
ization and MIo were also keen to set the repatriation plan in motion as 
the war in Europe came to an end. Both the repatriates and the author- 
ities in general emerged reasonably satisfied with the resultant flurry of 
activity. As with any complex military operation, though, not everything 
went entirely according to plan, for either the organizers or the organ- 
ized. Unexpected bumps and detours were encountered along what was 
supposed to be a smooth and straight path from initial liberation to 
complete freedom, causing delay and not a little friction. The experience 
of being a Kriegie, furthermore, often left an imprint strong enough to 
influence thoughts and behaviour after ex-prisoners returned home. 


British and Commonwealth POWs were supposed to be repatriated and 
processed in the following manner. Until the western and eastern fronts 
met—something that occurred on 25 April 1945 near Torgau—those 
Allied Kriegies overrun by the Red Army would be sent east and shipped 
home through the port of Odessa. Meanwhile to the west, teams of PWX 
officers attached to formation headquarters would make contact with 
concentrations of ex-prisoners in camps and on the road as soon as they 
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were located, and make arrangements for their transfer to one of the 
RAMP (Recovered Allied Military Personnel) transit centres set up by 
SHAEF. Here immediate medical and other needs would be attended to 
in preparation for a journey by air to south-east England. On arrival ex- 
prisoners would be welcomed into one of more than a score of ex-POW 
reception centres. Here they would receive anything they still needed— 
everything from identity cards and travel warrants to service-medal 
ribbons—before being sent off on a lengthy period of leave or, in the 
case of Commonwealth and Empire men, being shipped home. Speed 
and tact were to be the watchwords throughout. In practice, however, 
evolving world events, plus a strong desire among many Kriegies to 
prove that they, rather than the authorities, knew what was best for 
them, made the first phases of repatriation rather slower in execution, 
more varied in form, and sometimes more fractious than anticipated.! 

Keeping track of the POW population in the last weeks of the war, 
with tens of thousands of men still on the move and camp nominal rolls 
increasingly out of date, was problematic to begin with. Adding to the 
extra time needed to collect and identify ex-Kriegies was their common 
inability to resist wanderlust in the wake of liberation. After a few days 
the intoxicating sense of freedom and power associated with touring and 
looting might begin to wear off, the men involved sobering up suffi- 
ciently to see that an impulse-driven gypsy existence could not continue 
forever, and returning to the fold. This meant delays, however, and some 
men still enjoying the initial fruits of freedom missed the initial round of 
PWX-directed withdrawals. ‘We were told by an officer that at practic- 
ally every Ex POW Camp that had been evacuated’, Signaller G. F. 
Warsop later wrote, ‘numbers had been left behind owing to the fact that 
they were either out of camp or drunk.’ 

Hundreds of other ex-prisoners, meanwhile, had decided that they 
would make their own way home rather than sit passively waiting for the 
authorities to begin repatriation. ‘Even a few days’ delay was intoler- 
able’, one such evader from the RAF later explained, ‘—we did not want 
to be washed, kitted out, medically inspected and registered. We wanted 
only to get to England...’ Plenty of liberated vehicles were at hand, and 
with many front-line troops willing to provide petrol, the more inde- 
pendent types simply drove off. ‘Soon scores of prisoners in car-loads of 
three and four were speeding west,’ former Fallingbostel inmate John 
Dominy recorded, ‘all bound for the Channel ports, the sea and home.’ 
Such free spirits were determined not to endure incarceration of what- 
ever sort for any length of time, if they could possibly avoid it. “The 
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feeling of relief as we drove away from the camp—never to see that 
infernal wire again—was overwhelming’, Philip Kindersley remembered 
of the moment he and friends sped away from Oflag 79 in a looted 
Mercedes. Picking up abandoned German arms en route only added 
to the sense of empowerment. Richard Passmore, himself trying to evade 
the clutches of officialdom, remembered coming across another pirat- 
ical-looking party that included Larry Slattery, one of the two first RAF 
aircrew to be shot down and taken prisoner: 


He was an odd sight. In one hand he held the by now obligatory Schmeisser 
[sub-machine gun]. His belt supported several spare magazines, together with a 
pistol and two stick-grenades. He was a most martial sight. I looked at him 
open-mouthed. 

‘In the name of God, Larry,’ I asked him, whatever do you plan to do with that 
lot? 

He smiled, and in his soft brogue he said, ‘Sure, I don’t know but it’s nice to 
have them.’ 

We grinned at each other: I understood his feelings completely.’ 


Most such migratory types were eventually intercepted, divested of their 
vehicles and weapons, and directed to the nearest transit centre. Several 
made it as far as Paris, though, and those who were taken under the wing 
of the authorities were known to try to get away again when the oppor- 
tunity arose. MI9 official A. J. Evans, visiting a staging area at Celle, 
discovered just how far some freed men were willing to go in order to 
make their own way home. ‘I was warned to immobilize my car in the 
most thorough manner,’ he reported, ‘and when I asked “‘why?”’ the ex- 
prisoners of war (PWX) officials rather shamefacedly confessed that the 
ex-prisoners of war had stolen most of the PWX transport and in it 
continued their journey westwards.”* 

Another spanner thrown into the works appeared in the form of 
hundreds of ex-Kriegies in the Soviet zone of control crossing the Elbe 
and Mulde rivers into American hands independently, rather than 
waiting around for negotiations for transfers en masse to be concluded. 
Initial exposure to the rather wild behaviour of the Red Army had not 
inspired confidence, men were naturally impatient to get home, and in 
places such as Mühlberg there were growing fears that one set of captors 
had simply been exchanged for another. Even when it was known via the 
radio that SHAEF had ordered them to stay where they were, and at the 
risk of being shot by trigger-happy Soviet sentries, Kriegies might con- 
clude that they had no alternative but to strike out on their own. Such 
fears were not entirely unfounded: at Luckenwalde the first US attempt 
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to ferry ex-POWs westward in a truck convoy was blocked by the new 
camp authorities, and it was only after several more weeks of negotiation 
and delay that Red Army trucks were provided to ship Allied prisoners to 
the American zone from Luckenwalde and Mühlberg. Yet however 
rational the decision to head west independently, the net effect was to 
add further unexpected variables to a repatriation situation that only 
resembled the original PWX conception in outline. What was more, 
even after they had escaped the Soviet zone of occupation some inde- 
pendent souls continued to try to evade officialdom. Squadron Leader 
Tommy Calnan and another RAF officer got as far as Croydon airport 
through cadging lifts from sympathetic American personnel before being 
recognized as ex-prisoners.° 

To their credit, the Allied authorities seem to have adapted to a 
potentially chaotic situation with commendable speed. Staging points 
were rapidly set up in locations from which concentrations of recovered 
personnel could most easily be passed back to the nearest main transit 
camp—usually either Brussels or Rheims—and small parties of liberated 
prisoners heading west in confiscated vehicles were now simply told to 
make their way to one of these camps to ease the strain on Allied 
transport facilities. Every effort seems to have been made to send men 
home by air, but when necessary, arrangements were made to ship them 
by sea from the Channel ports or Naples (in the case of Kriegies liber- 
ated in southern Austria). Seemingly everything was done to speed men 
through to England, though even in the western zones it might take up to 
about two weeks between the day of liberation and the date of arrival. 
Perhaps because it was not understood that the Prominente were no 
longer among them, the men of Colditz made it home in the record time 
of sixty hours.° 

By the time the last stragglers were arriving at reception centres in late 
May, the authorities had cause to be satisfied with the way in which 
repatriation had been conducted. Organizing the orderly transfer by air 
of 40,000 men from Belgium to England in the space of twenty-one 
days, for example, had been nothing short of a logistical triumph, and 
overall the air shuttle service (using bombers and transport planes) had 
worked rather more efficiently overall than SHAEF had anticipated. 
Problems were swiftly sorted out on the spot, on at least one occasion 
by no less a person than Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder. The 
deputy supreme commander at SHAEFF heard first-hand from a party of 
Moosburg men waiting at Rheims that they had been told there would 
be a delay in getting home due to a shortage of planes. He thought for a 
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moment and then announced: ‘Gentlemen, you will all be back in 
England by 11 o’clock tomorrow.’ And so indeed they were. As RAAF 
pilot Geoff Taylor related with reference to his smooth transfer from US 
hands at Leipzig to British hands at Brussels, every effort really was 
made to do things ‘with a minimum of documentation and a maximum 
of speed’.’ 

Nevertheless, ex-Kriegies, though they were on balance positively 
inclined toward what was being done for them, were by no means 
uniformly uncritical of the way in which they were being treated. 
There was much to be thankful for, as former prisoners were quick to 
point out later in memoirs and interviews. Yet even though repatriation 
was carried out as expeditiously as possible, and the War Office and 
other departments went to great lengths to make men feel they were 
valued rather than merely cogs in an impersonal machine, after years of 
incarceration impatient recovered personnel did not always take kindly 
to renewed exposure to service bureaucracy, even of a comparatively 
benign variety. 

Some ex-prisoners were aghast at the speed and apparent recklessness 
with which they were driven from one location to another by US Army 
truck drivers, but otherwise the British experience in American hands 
was almost uniformly positive. “The Americans’, Captain Derek Bond 
commented with reference to the efficient manner in which former 
POWs were transported away from Moosburg, ‘had organised every- 
thing splendidly.’ This was also a view held by the men of Colditz as they 
were lorried rearward. ‘You couldn’t have had a better organisation’, 
Lieutenant Hugh Bruce concluded. Those who passed through the 
RAMP transit camps under US Army control were even more im- 
pressed. Gunner Bernard Piddleston remembered receiving what he 
called ‘VIP treatment’ in the way of food and kit while being processed 
through Namur. “This was luxury!’, RAF Sergeant George Moreton 
reflected on the mountains of white bread and peanut butter presented 
to ex-prisoners at Rheims. Rations, delousing, debriefing, new clothing, 
and transportation were all handled efficiently and speedily. Gunner 
Albert Paice summed up majority opinion with the comment: “This 
was a well-organised set-up.”® 

The only possible drawback to being processed by the Yanks (usually 
as a prelude to being sent on to Brussels) was finding oneself subject to 
foreign authority and procedures that occasionally might offend a 
Briton’s sense of honour. In an effort to make sure that ex-prisoners 
did not carry parasites further back, American transit centres often 


REPATRIATION AND ADJUSTMENT | 389 


issued men with new US Army clothing and destroyed what they had 
come in wearing. “This shook me considerably,’ Captain John Mansel 
confided to his diary, on hearing ‘that all our clothes are to be taken away 
from us...and that we will be issued with American Army issue uniform 
for use till we reach our reception camp in England.’ He went on to 
explain that: ‘as much as I admire the American Army and am su- 
premely grateful to them for releasing me and proud that my freedom 
should have come through them, nevertheless I don’t want to return 
home in anything else but British uniform, however dirty or tattered it 
may be.’ Eventually he was able to persuade the camp authorities to 
spray his battledress liberally with DDT instead. Private John Lawrence, 
meanwhile, along with some other British Army ex-prisoners being 
cycled through Rheims, took umbrage at being marched and ordered 
about by US Army non-coms, and expressed their displeasure by 
obeying orders only when relayed through a British NCO.” 

The more cynical among the ex-Kriegies being repatriated through 
British hands half-anticipated that the ‘all bull’ world of the parade 
ground would be de rigueur at staging points and the main transit camp 
in Brussels. And former prisoners were indeed sometimes left with the 
feeling that they were being mucked about. Though some enterprising 
chaps managed to smuggle home items ranging from machine-guns and 
pistols to girlfriends and motorbikes, the authorities did not take kindly 
to such surreptitious transfers. Vehicles were often confiscated before 
they could be sold or shipped by those who considered themselves 
owners of valuable ‘liberated’ property by right of salvage, and the 
shipment of German small arms was—quite understandably—heavily 
frowned upon. The desire of committed men to take foreign women 
home with them was sometimes accommodated, as when a British 
chaplain legalized the relationship between Gordon Wilson, a South 
African gunner, and the Lithuanian woman worker he had befriended, 
through a quick, on-the-spot marriage ceremony. But other couples 
were told that the distaff side would have to remain on the Continent 
pending investigation of background and nationality—an attitude that 
did not go down well with the parties involved.!° 

Moreover, being deloused and interrogated was not always popular 
with men naturally anxious to get home. ‘We had to undergo several 
days of red-tape interviews,’ Lieutenant R. G. M. Quarrie remembered, 
‘from which we received the impression... that everyone seemed to be 
obsessed with tracking down the perpetrators of countless atrocities.’ 
Not everyone was happy to be given MI9 questionnaires concerning 
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possible war crimes and traitors to fill in—written replies often ranged 
from the sullen to the obscene—and it was noted that a large number 
of pencils went missing. To some men it was all too reminiscent of 
being processed in the other direction. “The whole experience was like 
becoming a prisoner of war all over again’, complained Seaman Harold 
Siddall."* 

Most of those being processed through Brussels, however, were struck 
by how every effort seemed to be made to avoid making them feel like 
they were still Kriegies. Many men were placed in a requisitioned hotel, 
complete with sheets on the beds, a morning newspaper, thirty free 
cigarettes, a full-service dining room, and access to both the city and a 
special Red Cross canteen that stocked everything from toothpaste to 
writing paper. ‘It was like being let loose in Aladdin’s cave’, a signaller 
from the Green Howards remembered. The voices of the female Red 
Cross volunteers helping run the show turned out to be oddly mesmer- 
izing. “They were the first English speaking persons of the opposite sex 
we had seen for several years’, Squadron Leader C. N. S. Campbell 
recalled. ‘We were fascinated by them, listening to them talking, almost 
to the point of rudeness, I am afraid to say.” Some men had to sleep in 
requisitioned Belgian army barracks, but most were conscious of a 
genuinely positive reception. Even the RSM, according to Rifleman 
Adrian Vincent, was ‘very sympathetic’. !? 

For the thousands of men who had passed into the hands of the Red 
Army before it met up with Allied forces in April 1945 and were sent 
home via Odessa, transit eastward often proved something of a trial. 
Arrangements for the movement of ex-prisoners by the Soviet author- 
ities were, to say the least, rather rough and ready. Though no longer 
under lock and key, ex-Kriegies were escorted by soldiers who more 
often than not seemed drunk, intent on looting, or both. They were 
usually transported without enough food and in some discomfort aboard 
cattle trucks that seemed to spend as much time in sidings as they did 
being pulled by clapped-out steam engines. There were at least two 
major rail accidents: one in Poland, in which nine men were killed and 
twenty-nine others badly injured, and another in Hungary—a head-on 
collision—in which twenty-six men died and twelve others were ser- 
iously hurt. !? 

After weeks in transit it was a relief for former prisoners to find a more 
organized set-up waiting for them in Odessa. ‘Eventually we arrived at a 
very large house,’ Jim Roberts remembered, ‘to be greeted by the mar- 
vellous sight of British Red Cross ladies who were dispensing cups of tea, 
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bars of Cadbury chocolate, English newspapers...new underwear and 
cigarettes.’ Replacement uniforms were issued in the following days and 
the correct medal ribbons sewn on. Under such conditions, going 
through the interviews and paperwork associated with registration as 
bona fide ex-POWs could be more easily put up with. 14 

What might seem rather less tolerable to some ex-Kriegies who had 
spent years in the bag and were now savouring their freedom were 
efforts, real or imagined, at re-instilling service discipline. Sam Kydd 
recalled the reaction to a short speech made by a visiting military 
member of the Moscow military mission staff while he and his party 
were waiting to be shipped home from Odessa: 


‘Now listen carefully, you chaps, you’ve got to put on a good show for these 
damned Russkys, so heads up, chests out, and stomachs in. And let’s all be on 
our Best Behaviour, what?’ 

And from the ranks of the suffering emaciated lot who had seen more action in 
a week than this ‘chap’ had seen in a lifetime, a fruity cockney voice enquired 
‘who’s this big prick?’ 


Annoyed at being confined to their house behind a cordon of Soviet 
guards, nine prisoners staged an escape one night and proceeded to get 
drunk on vodka in a dive bar, before staggering back from whence they 
had come and being arrested by the guards. A verbal reprimand by a 
British liaison officer dragged from his bed in order to confirm the 
miscreants’ identity had little effect: “Why don’t you put us all in the 
cooler then’, one inebriated soldier replied, ‘—it will be just like old 
times!’’? 

Here as elsewhere, ex-prisoners were keen to resume the journey 
homeward, though those who had brought along girlfriends of Eastern 
or Central European origin were decidedly unhappy that the Soviet 
authorities would not allow them to go with their men (though at least 
two were smuggled on board ship). The sea voyage from Odessa aboard 
vessels such as the Duchess of Richmond and Highland Monarch took 
about three weeks. Once again everything was done to make returning 
POWs feel that they were not on a troopship—extra food was provided 
in addition to welcome-aboard issues of Red Cross chocolate and cigar- 
ettes, there was plenty of room, concerts were encouraged, and feature 
films laid on—yet the touchier ex-Kriegies could still take offence when 
confronted with crass individuals or baffling situations. There was an 
unfortunate incident aboard the Nieuw Amsterdam when a warrant offi- 
cer (picked up at Naples along with other troops returning home) 
berated a young Scottish ex-prisoner who, ill to begin with and suffering 
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from seasickness, had had the temerity to use the heads reserved for 
NCOs. ‘Oh, I recognise you now’, the warrant officer is supposed to 
have said, ‘—you’re one of those undisciplined bastards who have been 
sitting on your arses in Germany enjoying yourselves whilst we’ve been 
fighting the war for you.’ The result was a near-mutiny on the ex-Kriegie 
mess-deck, and bloodshed was only narrowly averted through a timely 
apology broadcast over the tannoy by the offender’s CO. Rather than 
await a further round of processing, several men slipped ashore without 
leave as soon as their ship reached a British port.’® 

Men waiting to get home from Brussels could look forward to a 
journey by air that would last only a couple of hours at most. Neverthe- 
less, the idea of flying home in a cargo plane or being crammed into a big 
bomber did not always appeal. Most soldiers and sailors had never been 
off the ground in their lives, and even aircrew ex-prisoners were some- 
times assaulted by memories of their own aircraft on fire and crashing to 
earth as they lined up on the tarmac. Inevitably, accidents occurred. 
Beaufighter pilot Martin Smith eagerly climbed aboard a Lancaster that, 
during its takeoff roll, lost power on both its port engines, swung off the 
runway into a crater, and then caught fire: ‘We could have been Olympic 
athletes, the speed we evacuated the aircraft when it finally slid to a halt.’ 
Smith and his fellow RAF ex-Kriegies walked away determined to 
reserve places aboard the next departing aircraft. Others, however, 
simply refused to fly at all, and there were in fact several crashes in 
which everyone aboard was killed.'” 

For those lucky enough to be near a point on their aircraft where they 
could look out, the first sight of the English coast generated a different 
but equally strong emotional response. ‘Suddenly we came in sight of 
the Cliffs of Dover,’ wrote Major Peter Harwood of his flight from 
Brussels aboard a Stirling, ‘an unforgettable sight after five years, to 
have seen them so near and yet so far [from Calais] in 1940, and never 
imagined that you would see them again, and they suddenly hove in 
sight, and the whole cabin broke into a cheer.’ Men aboard other planes 
were sometimes so overcome they had tears in their eyes that they 
sometimes could not hold back.'® 

The really big moment, though, was when the aircraft touched down 
and taxied to a stop at one of more than a dozen airfields in southern 
England. ‘When we landed and got off the plane,’ recalled BEF veteran 
James Stedman, ‘I fell to the ground and kissed the earth of good 
old England.’ He was not alone; and then, to the intense surprise 
of the cynics, it emerged that the authorities intended to greet 
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returning ex-prisoners in a style befitting brave men coming home from 
the wars.’? 

Waiting on the apron were smiling members of the Women’s Auxiliary 
Air Force who said hello, shook hands, hugged, and sometimes kissed 
each returning prisoner, and then insisted on carrying any luggage to 
nearby hangers or tents. Here there were ‘welcome home’ banners, free 
newspapers, cigarettes, friendly chatter, and, under the kindly care of 
motherly types from the Women’s Voluntary Service, a sit-down high tea 
of a richness that nobody had seen since before the war. Speeches by 
senior officers were warm and mercifully short, and the compulsory 
squirt of DDT down the inside of one’s clothing—a preliminary most 
returnees had to undergo, whether or not they had been sprayed al- 
ready—could not detract from the warmness of a welcome that took no 
account of rank. To some it all had a dreamlike quality; others were so 
overwhelmed by the expressions of goodwill and the strangeness of it all 
that they were rendered mute or found themselves on the verge of tears. 
Newly arrived ex-prisoners might find themselves unaccountably bash- 
ful in front of the first Englishwomen they had encountered in years, 
their chattering voices sounding oddly ‘queer and high-pitched’, and any 
perfume they might be wearing heady beyond belief. Even those in a 
state of mild shock after the sudden assaults on their senses—Roger 
Mortimer found he could not eat a thing, and beat a retreat to the 
gents to quietly read through The Times—could not gainsay the way in 
which the RAF, in collaboration with other organizations, was trying 
very hard to please. Eric Fearnside, a driver in the Royal Engineers 
captured on Crete, neatly summed up what had happened: ‘We were 
treated like heroes.’”° 

Returning men were next sent to one of the special reception centres 
set up by the services. Here they could be officially debriefed, given a 
thorough medical examination, and issued with everything they might 
still need—clothing, medal ribbons, a free telegram, ration books, iden- 
tity cards, and some pay—before being sent off on lengthy periods of 
leave. Drawing on what had been learned from observing earlier repatri- 
ates, RAMC psychiatrists expected that former prisoners, still adjusting 
to being free men, would show signs of ‘restlessness’ and ‘irritability’, as 
well as ‘disrespect for discipline and authority.’ Steps were therefore 
taken to make sure that the staff of reception centres did their job as 
quickly and as sympathetically as possible. ‘Now listen to me,’ Gunner 
J. H. Witte recalled the RSM announcing at his reception centre, ‘I’m 
not going to give you any orders, just do what I say and you will get home 
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all the quicker.’ For the most part things went smoothly and swiftly. 
G. F. Warsop of the Sherwood Foresters recalled that ‘everything ran on 
oiled wheels’ at the centre near Guilford to which he was sent, whilst 
former air gunner Russell Margerison found the processing experience 
at Cosford ‘pleasantly satisfying and incredibly easy’. For the most part 
repatriates were on their way home well inside forty-eight hours.*! 

There were, however, occasional glitches. In transit the often rather 
motley appearance and prickliness of returnees could lead to misunder- 
standings and friction. A party of returning RAF officers en route from 
Oakley were refused admittance to the officers’ mess at Bicester on the 
grounds that they were improperly dressed. Another party of NCO 
aircrew repatriates, also on their way to Cosford, nearly started a riot 
when a railway official attempted to eject them from a first-class com- 
partment they had occupied when the rest of the train turned out to be 
full. They were partially mollified on arrival through discovering that 
even service policemen were trying hard to be respectful and even 
friendly, but at some of the reception centres themselves there were 
intermittent problems. Former prisoners were sometimes sent to the 
wrong location, occasionally arrived without any warning, and at times 
encountered bureaucratic snarl-ups of one sort or another. Delays, real 
or imagined, could try the patience of men desperate to get home. ‘I 
think if they had kept us there for long we would have started an Escape 
Committee’, BEF veteran Len Williamson wrote with reference to the 
reception centre he passed through at Worthing. News that their paper- 
work would not be completed before the weekend was up drove a group 
of ex-Kriegies at another centre to threaten to decamp en masse without 
leave unless they had their tickets stamped that day, and a number of 
former Colditz inmates simply did a bunk when told they would have to 
remain in camp overnight.?” 

Despite the restiveness of ex-prisoners, MI9 persisted in trying to 
identify and detain any turncoats among them before they could slip 
away. Some prisoners fingered anyone disliked for any reason when 
filling in ‘En-Dor’ questionnaires, which caused all sorts of problems, 
and a certain amount of bureaucratic miscommunication led to the 
temporary arrest of BQMS John Brown, widely thought to be a traitor 
but in fact a double agent. Nevertheless, the authorities eventually man- 
aged to catch just about every member of the British Free Corps and most 
other known traitors, including Sub-Lieutenant Walter Purdy.” 

Dominion prisoners, meanwhile, were waiting for sea transport to 
take them home from various concentration points. Like their UK 
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counterparts, they did not always take kindly to anything that might 
smack of caricature service callousness. Several hundred Australian 
servicemen waiting at Eastbourne threatened to riot in response to a 
plan—hastily withdrawn—to begin regular marching drills. Confronted 
by a blanket order to return home aboard a dilapidated steamer, an even 
larger number of Canadian aircrew ex-prisoners walked back down the 
gangplank and staged a sit-down strike on the quayside that only ended 
after the intervention of a senior RCAF officer induced the Air Ministry 
to allow anyone who wanted to stay on in England to do so.** 


Having been cycled through the repatriation centres and promptly sent 
on leave, British ex-Kriegies next had to confront families and civil life 
after years of being away. Sometimes this was not a problem, those 
concerned picking up where they had left off without any apparent 
difficulty. Corran Purdon, for instance, remembered the reunion with 
his fiancée on coming home from Colditz as an entirely joyful occasion: 
‘it was as if we had never been apart.’ For many returning men, however, 
there was a lot to adjust to.”° 

Not every spouse turned out to have been faithful, and men who had 
been away for a long time could find themselves estranged from their 
families. Even if this were not the case, ordinary life in the first few weeks 
could prove disorienting and hard to cope with. Awkwardness in con- 
versation, difficulty in making decisions, avoidance of crowds, extreme 
irritability, restlessness, and in general a somewhat fragile emotional 
state were initially quite common behavioural complaints among pris- 
oners returning home. Even among the former inmates of Oflag IVC 
there were those who found the sudden re-entry into the real world 
rather daunting.”° 

Observation of those who had made home runs or been repatriated on 
medical grounds in the middle war years had led psychiatrists in the 
Royal Army Medical Corps to push for further official intervention. 
Wives and families were apparently warned about what they could 
expect when their menfolk returned from Germany and given guidance 
on how to treat them, and special post-leave resettlement units were set 
up in order to ease the problems of transition. The results were not 
always positive from the ex-POW perspective. 

Men might be far from pleased to learn that the authorities had been 
giving their loved ones advice on how to handle them. ‘When I first 
heard this I was so furious I thought I was going to have a stroke’, 
journalist René Cutforth later related: 
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‘Do you mean to say’, I yelled, ‘that the bloody army gave you lessons on how to 
be married to me?’ 

‘Well, they told us what we might expect.’ 

‘To hell with that,’ I roared, and went off to the pub and stayed away for three 
days. 

When I got back I said: ‘I took off because I will not have my life interfered 
with.’ ‘Oh yes,’ my wife said, ‘they told us about that too.’ 


Others, in addition to being annoyed by an intrusion into the private 
sphere, were affronted by the underlying assumption that their mental 
state was less than perfect. ‘What a load of bullshit!’ an RAF ex-prisoner 
was overheard to remark, on being told that wives and families were 
being warned to shield their menfolk from premature exposure to every- 
day life.” 

There was also some suspicion concerning post-leave arrangements 
back at the reception centres. Men had to attend a medical board to 
determine the state of their health. The older and less fit among them 
would be given the option of attending a civil resettlement unit or being 
sent on indefinite leave again pending discharge. The fitter men who had 
been called up later would be posted directly to refresher courses or sent 
to rehabilitation units in anticipation of further service in the war against 
Japan. This was a prospect that was not always welcome to those who 
thought they had already done their bit, but was rendered moot by the 
Japanese surrender in August 1945.7° 

Rehabilitation units garnered mixed reviews. Much emphasis was 
again put on avoiding onerous restrictions, so that attending personnel 
were (within limits) allowed to do whatever they wanted to do. This was 
usually much appreciated, but the psychological interviews that accom- 
panied the physical testing did not always sit well with ex-Kriegies. Army 
corporal Christopher Portway, while finding the absence of normal 
military restrictions ‘a most pleasant surprise’, added in his memoirs 
that it was nevertheless difficult to tolerate ‘the numerous interviews 
with keen young officer psychologists, who asked the most ridiculous 
questions and quite seriously expected sensible replies’. RAF officer and 
former Colditz inmate Patrick Welch described the staff at his centre as 
‘incredibly kind, incredibly nice, and incredibly stupid’. Men still dis- 
liked any sign that they were not fully cognizant of their own mental state 
and capabilities.?° 

Those sent on refresher courses and back into active units sometimes 
found it difficult to adjust to the routine of regular service life. Aside 
from those pursuing a career in the forces, they often ended up serving 
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out their time in backwaters until final demobilization. Though a major- 
ity of ex-prisoners chose to go back into civilian life directly, 19,000 did 
attend civil resettlement units on a voluntary basis. Again, opinion was 
mixed. RAMC psychologists considered the courses at these units, in 
which discipline was once again very relaxed and men were taught 
necessary social as well as some vocational skills, to have been a success. 
A survey carried out in 1946 seemed to indicate that this was indeed the 
case (only 26 per cent of those who had attended were apparently still 
experiencing adjustment problems, as against 64 per cent of those who 
had not), and there were certainly some ex-Kriegies who later described 
the CRU experience as helpful. Even the psychiatrists had to admit, 
though, that certain attendees were disruptive and unwilling to accept 
the group discussions and other communal forms of therapy that had 
been laid out for them.*° 

Kriegies known to have aided the enemy languished in custody pend- 
ing trial in Britain and the Dominions. Depending on the severity of 
their crime, the strength of the evidence, and the country in which they 
were tried—Canada was the harshest and South Africa the most lenient 
in terms of sentencing—such men might be set free, fined, given varying 
prison terms, or sentenced to death. The only prisoner of war actually 
convicted of treason and due to hang was Walter Purdy, but his death 
sentence was commuted to life imprisonment on the grounds that he was 
a follower rather than a leader. Most of those goaled were released back 
into society within a few years.*! 

Readjustment to normal life continued to be difficult into the post-war 
decades for some of the more run-of-the-mill ex-POWs. Sometimes 
there were long-term physical consequences of the rigours of captiv- 
ity—notably lung and stomach problems—that eventually forced those 
concerned to apply for war-related disability pensions. In other cases 
there remained psychological problems with which to grapple. Even 
men from Colditz might suffer from claustrophobia, nightmares, and 
depression, and while many worked through their psychological difficul- 
ties in the months after the war ended, others were unable to do so and 
suffered as a result.*? 

Among those with less strain to bear there might still be a fair degree of 
lingering bitterness. Older BEF officers in particular sometimes felt that 
spending five years behind the wire had blighted their chances of pro- 
motion. Others felt strongly that the process of reimbursement of pay 
withheld while in captivity was bungled by the authorities, and remained 
frustrated by the unsatisfactory answers given to queries on the subject 
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in the decades to come. Not surprisingly, there were also former Krie- 
gies, including some who had spent time inside Oflag IVC, who never 
quite came to terms with their erstwhile captors and current allies. ‘I 
could never like a German’, was a comment that continued to be made 
by some ex-prisoners decades after the war.’ 

Human beings are remarkably resilient creatures, however. An in- 
crease in caloric and vitamin intake did wonders for the health and 
stamina of those suffering from malnutrition, while the milder forms of 
mental disturbance often disappeared after several months at home. 
Some ex-POWs who left the services eventually became major profes- 
sional figures. Derek Bond, Clive Dunn, Denholm Elliot, Michael 
Goodliffe, Sam Kydd, Desmond Llewelyn, and Donald Pleasance, for 
instance, all went on to become popular actors on stage, screen, and 
television. At least eleven former Kriegies were elected to parliament in 
the post-war decades, among them Colditz escaper Airey Neave. Several 
eventually rose to ministerial and even cabinet rank. The most successful 
was Tony Barber, who was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer 
under Edward Heath twenty-five years after leaving Stalag Luft III. 
Among the men who stayed in uniform there were those who found 
that captivity did not seem to adversely affect their career in the slightest. 
Corran Purdon moved on from Oflag IVC to command successively 
larger and more important army formations, eventually retiring as a 
major-general. As for the Germans, many of those prisoners who heartily 
detested them at the end of the war found their animosity faded with 
time. For many men, as the time they had spent behind the wire receded 
into the past, only the occasional mark or trace was left: more patience 
or a heightened degree of toleration, perhaps, or using the odd bit of 
Kriegie slang and expressing a stronger than usual dislike of waste. On 
the pay question, some of those involved eventually turned their atten- 
tion to other things. ‘In the end I wrote it off as an act of robbery by the 
Treasury’, former Colditz escape officer Dick Howe explained. ‘You 
can’t fight a government department. It’s like a plastic bag—no recoil.’** 

Whether finding it difficult or easy to adjust in the post-war world, the 
central fact remained that over 160,000 British Empire servicemen who 
had been POWs in Nazi Germany for up to five years were free agents 
once more. Though some former Kriegies initially felt a little nostalgic 
for the comradeship of the camps, and later on might tend to recall only 
the funnier moments—especially if they attended reunions—nobody 
actually wanted to relive the actual experience of being a prisoner of 
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war in Nazi Germany. On the other hand, almost everyone would have 
understood Private N. L. Francis of the Dorset Regiment when, on 
returning home, he shouted out: ‘Bloody hell, Pve made it!’*? 
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Conclusion 
Farewell to Colditz? 


Let us file [Colditz] away with all the other camps of a generation 
ago, before it smothers us all. 


(Jerome Caminada, 1974)! 


Let’s accept that we have the good fortune to be part of a legend. 
Or, if you prefer it, a myth. What does it matter? Much of history is 
myth. Why scoff at others’ esteem? 


(Mike Moran, 1982)? 


The story of Colditz, or more accurately the P. R. Reid version thereof, 
has for decades directly or indirectly influenced popular perceptions of 
what it was like to be a prisoner of war in the Third Reich. In marked 
contrast to the stark images of death or survival against the odds associ- 
ated with captivity in Japanese hands, a picture developed of German 
captivity in which optimism prevailed and escape was always uppermost 
in the mind. From the foregoing chapters it should be clear that the 
realities of life as a British POW in German hands during the Second 
World War were rather more complex and often less upbeat than is still 
commonly imagined. Colditz itself was a mixture of the typical and 
atypical in ways that do not always accord with its mythic status. It is 
no slur on those who were held there to suggest that the POW experience 
in general, and even the Colditz experience in particular, were not always 
suitable subject-matter for the likes of the Magnet or the Gem. 
Surrendering, interrogation, and both the inward and outward transit 
experience could be and often were traumatic. Once inside the wire, 
neither physical nor mental health could ever be taken for granted. Both 
labour and recreation involved potential hazards. Despite the Geneva 
Convention, captives were always essentially at the mercy of their 
captors until the final days of the war. Relations with friends and foes 
were often not clear-cut. Outright traitors were few in number, and most 
working Kriegies did not, to say the least, give their all in labouring for 
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the Reich. But only a minority of prisoners of war were ever keen to 
jeopardize their own lives or the precariously stable lifestyle of their 
fellows by making or supporting escape attempts. Being a British or 
Commonwealth POW in Nazi Germany, in short, was more of an 
endurance test than an adventure. Colditz, and more especially what it 
has come to symbolize, therefore need to be kept in perspective. 

But is this really possible? The BBC television drama series Colditz 
was supposed to mark a break with the version of the story created two 
decades previously, yet was soon being portrayed as being more of the 
same. Pat Reid himself, who had not set out to create a legend, found 
that the effect of his early work was such that not even he could do much 
later to modify the image he had helped create. Over the past half- 
century Colditz has become part of the national folk memory, and the 
escaping exploits of its inhabitants quite understandably continue to 
inspire admiration. Academic historians have found to their chagrin, 
in other instances, that once a popular image of a major event has 
developed it often seems impervious to revision, however strong the 
supporting evidence may be. ‘Audiences know what to expect,’ as 
Tom Stoppard once put it, ‘and that is all that they are prepared to 
believe in.” 

Suffused as it is with a mythical boarding-school ethos, and upholding 
as it does the comforting belief that native pluck and inventiveness are 
ultimately bound to triumph over greater foreign power and might, 
the authorized story of Colditz is also a very British tale. Indeed, the 
true extent to which people did not expect or wish to see this piece 
of the popular wartime legacy modified or tampered with only became 
fully apparent when controversy arose over plans for a new, big-screen 
version of the story at the turn of the century. 

In the spring of 2000 Miramax Films had purchased the screen rights 
to the Pat Reid trilogy, the hope being that the story could be rewritten to 
allow major American actors such as Tom Cruise, Matt Damon, and 
Ben Affleck to star in a Hollywood production. The insertion of fictional 
Americans into non-fictional British escape stories was not new. Both 
the film version of The Great Escape and, to a much lesser degree, the 
Colditz television drama series had been ‘Americanized’ for the US 
market, something that had been accepted—albeit somewhat grudg- 
ingly—at the time. But in the wake of a series of Hollywood blockbusters 
that seemed to misrepresent history, and more specifically to underplay 
or ignore Britain’s role in the Second World War—notably U-577 and, to 
a lesser extent, Saving Private Ryan—a patriotic backlash developed 
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concerning the incipient Americanization of this cherished piece of 
(specifically British) wartime mythology. ‘Colditz is like Dunkirk,’ com- 
mented film critic Barry Norman angrily, ‘one of the great backs-to-the- 
wall British stories about snatching victory from the jaws of defeat. It’s 
extremely irritating when the Americans muscle in on everybody else’s 
glory. Where’s it going to end? Did the Americans win everything in 
the war?”* 

Hitherto the story in its original form had not struck much of a chord 
within the United States. There the books had not sold nearly as well, 
the original film had made little impression, and the glider story had 
been given a complete makeover for TV. Despite the presence of Robert 
Wagner, only the last two episodes of the first series of the BBC’s Colditz 
had been broadcast on US television, cobbled together as a single movie. 
American stars as central characters were therefore going to be vital. 
Without them, as a Miramax representative explained to a Daily Tele- 
graph reporter, ‘American audiences would regard the film as foreign, so 
damaging box office takings’. And to accommodate those stars, whose 
ability to carry off a non-US accent was questionable, the original script 
did indeed, as studio chief Harvey Weinstein later admitted, make it 
seem ‘that the Americans won the war and that the British, the French 
and the Poles didn’t get a look in’.” 

The reaction was negative enough to put Miramax on the defensive. 
‘We have great respect for the British, Polish and French heroes of 
Colditz,’ a representative was quoted as saying in early May 2000, 
‘and I can assure everybody that we have no intention of making an 
American version of events that ignores those who suffered in Colditz 
and glorifies America.’ In March of the following year Weinstein indi- 
cated that the original script would be scrapped: ‘I do not want history 
distorted in what will be an important film.’ Miramax announced in May 
2002 that Television Francaise rt would be co-producing a Colditz film 
which would be shot in Europe with a European cast, but (as of Decem- 
ber 2003) nothing more has been heard about the project. The message 
was clear: those who tinkered heavily with the established version of the 
story—and its mythical associations—did so at their peril. 

Yet it should not be thought that public interest in the Colditz story is 
merely a matter of national pride. The numerous and varied escape 
schemes associated with the story (everything from dressing as Germans 
to building a glider) were drawn from fact, not fantasy. And it is 
the appeal of escape stories in general—empathy for those willing to 
risk their lives to achieve freedom, and admiration for the ingenuity 
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and teamwork involved—that lies at the very heart of the Colditz 
phenomenon.’ 

It is a phenomenon, furthermore, that seems set to outlast the inevit- 
able demise of the last of those who were held prisoner in the castle. 
‘A legend has been thrust upon us’, Mike Moran wrote to some of those 
who had shared his experiences at Oflag IVC more than thirty-five years 
after they had all left the place. ‘We are part of it. Whether or not you,— 
or I,—have deserved our places in that legend is for each of us to decide. 
Whether or not that legend is to continue is also in our hands. I would 
not like to think that when “‘the barge sails over the brink” for the last 
time, with the ultimate survivor on board,—Colditz, and we who were in 
Colditz, would sink into oblivion.’ Ongoing interest in everything con- 
nected with the castle in the following two decades suggest that Moran 
need not have worried. ‘When I suggested that Colditz would be forgot- 
ten when we’re all gone,’ Hugh Bruce recalled of a conversation with 
Christopher Dowling in the mid-1990s, the current director of public 
services at the Imperial War Museum replied: ‘Not a bit of it. The stories 
are there for keeps. British interest, at least, will be just as strong in the 
future as it has been in the past, maybe more so.’ As the twenty-first 
century advances there are few signs that Dowling was wrong.® 

Nevertheless, the effort at achieving perspective needs to be made, if 
only in order to lessen the shadow Colditz has cast over events else- 
where. That the public should be attracted to the romance of escape 
rather than the sordid details of everyday camp life is to be expected. 
Colditz and the camp from which the Wooden Horse and Great Escape 
schemes were launched—its name far less familiar than that of the famed 
Schloss—were not the only places from which daring breaks were made. 
But who now, for instance, beyond a few scholars and aficionados, 
remembers the great Warburg Wire Job? Moreover, and perhaps more 
importantly, the experiences of the majority of prisoners who were more 
interested in survival than escape are worthy of record. Being a prisoner 
of the Germans was not generally comparable, say, to being a captive of 
the Japanese, but it was certainly no picnic. Long ignored by military 
historians more interested in operational matters and social historians 
unable to disassociate an interest in military affairs from militarism, 
POWs have only recently begun to become the subject of serious schol- 
arly investigation. Those servicemen who lived or died in Nazi Germany, 
along with those lucky and resourceful few who made successful home 
runs—and not just those from Oflag IVC—deserve a place in the histor- 
ical record. Better, surely, to try to remember the human drama taking 
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place in all camps than to forget them all in order to help tear down the 
cult surrounding one particular Schloss, as Jerome Caminada seemed 
to want. Colditz, and those who escaped from it, are unlikely to be 
forgotten any time soon; but perhaps other places and other people, 
individually and collectively, can also have the occasional day or two 
in the sun. 
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Note on Sources 


Though a large number of popular accounts have been published over 
the years, of varying quality and depth, scholarly investigation of the 
POW experience in the Second World War has as yet been confined to a 
rather narrow circle of academics in the English-speaking world. Why 
this should be the case is open to debate. Liberal distaste for anything 
even indirectly smacking of militarism, along with unease within the 
services about exploring a state of affairs sometimes regarded as the 
antithesis of real soldiering, may well have played roles. The common 
belief that much of the relevant enemy documentation with regard to 
British prisoners did not survive the war could also have acted as a 
deterrent. Yet, as recent work by historians such as Bob Moore, Kent 
Fedorowich, and Jonathan Vance (among others) has begun to illus- 
trate, much material remains with which to explore not only policy 
decisions with respect to everything from national labour policy to 
international relations, but also the collective prisoner experience.’ 

A fair amount of relevant German documentation does in fact still 
exist. Of greater importance to this particular book, however, focusing as 
it does on the prisoners’ perspective, are the extensive official records on 
the British side. These include such items as reports on camps made by 
neutral visitors, debriefing statements of escapees and other freed cap- 
tives, summary accounts by senior men of the camps they presided over, 
files on matters of policy, and war-crimes investigation briefs. Even more 
significant for this project has been the huge amount of personal experi- 
ence material generated in the past sixty or so years. A good number of 
censored letters and diaries written up at the time have been preserved. 
There are also many interviews and questionnaires dating from subse- 
quent decades, in which ex-prisoners were asked by a variety of histor- 
ians (notably the industrious and philanthropic David Rolf) and 
museum staffers to recall what had happened to them while guests of 
the Reich. And, of course, there are the hundreds of memoirs, published 
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and otherwise, in which former captives set down on paper what they 
remembered about their time in Nazi Germany.” 

Personal recollection, of course, is by no means an infallible guide to 
the past. Individual experiences may or may not be representative, 
attitudes may have changed over the years, recollection of dates, places, 
and people may be hazy at best, events may have been forgotten or 
suppressed, and even the most vivid of memories can turn out to be 
false. Yet, as the men concerned are sometimes at pains to point out 
when faced with views by younger generations that run counter to their 
recollection, they were the people on the spot at the time. If cross- 
checked with contemporary documents as well as the memories of 
others, such sources provide vital insights into what it was like to be a 
prisoner of war.’ 


Notes 


1. See the Select Bibliography (Secondary Source books and articles). It is 
noteworthy that among the large number of official histories produced 
on various aspects of the war in Commonwealth countries there is only 
one—W. Wynne Mason, Prisoners of War (Wellington, 1954)—devoted to 
POWs. David Walker, a former Colditz prisoner, was initially reluctant to 
write about the collective experience of captives for a regimental history of 
the wartime Black Watch, for ‘fear of seeming to convey that being taken 
prisoner is a normal fate for a soldier to accept as all in a day’s work’. See 
UNB, David H. Walker Papers, Box 1, set 1, subseries 1, file 6, Fergusson to 
Walker, 7 Feb. 1948. 

2. The Select Bibliography (Primary Sources), a representative but by no 
means exhaustive selection. On German records see Vasilis Vourkoutiotis, 
‘The German Armed Forces Supreme Command and British and American 
Prisoners of War’, Ph.D. thesis, McGill University (2000). 

3. A mythical incident cited as fact in more than one memoir illustrates the 
pitfalls of supposedly twenty-twenty recollection. Men from different camps 
all remembered a German losing his temper and uttering a phrase that ran 
something like: “You think I know fuck nothing—TI tell you I know fuck all!’ 
See Patrick Barthropp, Paddy (Hailsham, 2001), 46; John Borrie, Despite 
Captivity (London, 1975), 73; Colin Hodgkinson, Best Foot Forward 
(London, 1957), 236; J. M. Green, From Colditz in Code (London, 1971), 
77; Sam Kydd, For You the War is Over (London, 1973), 222. These were 
words employed before the war to illustrate the Anglophone belief that 
Central Europeans were excitable types, unable to master the English lan- 
guage; see e.g. David Niven, Bring On the Empty Horses (New York, 1975), 
119-20. Former POWs also might disagree, sometimes heatedly, about the 
veracity of each other’s recollections; see e.g. Green, From Colditz (Hull, 
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1989 edn.), 221 ff.; Richard Pape, Sequel to Boldness (London, 1959), 199 ff. 
There is even at least one case of someone who was never a POW writing a 
memoir about his experiences at Stalag Luft III and elsewhere. See Nigel 
West, Counterfeit Spies (London, 1998), 13. On the problems of memory more 
generally, see e.g. Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past (Oxford, 1988 edn.), 
110 ff.; Trevor Lummis, Listening to History (London, 1987), 12—13, 27, 83-45 
118, 155. On problems with narrative in general see, e.g., H. White, The 
Content of Form (Baltimore, 1987), 27. 
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